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Chapter 143: Love and Marriage—1924
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We picked the date for our wedding: Friday, the thirteenth of June. We would fly in the
face of superstition, thumb our noses at the notion of bad luck! The thirteenth was also the day
before my twentieth birthday.
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It would be very small, with only a handful of people—our parents and a few close
friendsthree girls from my boarding house who had become my friends..
Braced for Mother’s disapproval, I called to tell her our plans.
“Oh, Margaret, you’re so young!” she sighed. “I did so hope you’d complete your
education first.”
“I’m going to get my degree,” I assured her. “Chappie promises that I can. We’re both
hoping you’ll come to our wedding.”
“Well, I know how much you love him,” she said, “and you do have my approval. But I
simply do not have the means to travel all the way to Michigan. There are so many expenses
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with this house, and Ttrain tickets for your brother and me are more than I can afford . . .....”
Sshe trailed off. “I don’t even have the money to go to Boston for Ruth’s graduation.
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I hadn’t counted on this.”
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“It’s all right, Mother,” I said. “We’ll send you pictures.”
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That conversation was easier than I’d expected.
Chappie thought we should make a quick trip to Detroit. “I want you to meet Momma,”
he said. “She’ll be upset if she hasn’t had a chance to get to know you before we’re married.”
This was just before final examinations—not a good time to be making a trip, even one of
less than fifty miles, in an auto as chronically unreliable as Chappie’s ancient Dodge.
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Nevertheless, we were going. “We’ll stay for lunch and then drive straight back to Ann Arbor,”
Chappie promised.
Late on a hot and humid Saturday morning we arrived at an unremarkable house in a
neighborhood of ordinary houses with neat front yards and tidy flowerbeds. This was where
Chappie and his sister, Marian, had grown up. I was wearing one of my Munger-sponsored
dresses, and it clung uncomfortably to my perspiring body.
“What have you told them about me?” I asked Chappie.
“That you are the love of my life, the most beautiful girl in the world and also the
smartest, and that I’m marrying you in two weeks minus one day.” He grabbed my hand and we
hurried up the steps.
Chappie’s father, Everett Chapman Sr., a slight, bald man with pale blue eyes and a thin
smile, opened the door. “Glad to meet you,” he said and offered a weak handshake. “Come in,
come in.”
We stepped into a narrow hall crowded with dark, a least a dozenbrooding pictures in
ornate frames, and Mrs. Chapman made her entrance. Tall and elegant, almost regal, with onyx
eyes and a porcelain complexion, his mother wore her handsome silver hair in a crown of braids.
It was clear where Chappie got his good looks. He introduced me. “Momma, this is Margaret.”
“So,” she said, looking me over coolly from head to toe, “you’re the girl who has stolen
my son.”
How should I have responded to such a greeting? I glanced at Chappie, hoping—
expecting—that he would smooth things over, but he didn’t say a word. Nothing. I was
disappointed, but I should have been furious.
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“How was your drive over?” inquired Mr. Chapman, and he and Chappie got into a
conversation about problems with the old Dodge.
Mrs. Chapman interrupted to say that their vehicle was ready for the scrap heap but they
couldn’t possibly afford to replace it, and marched off toward the kitchen.
I offered to help, but she glared at me and replied shortly, "No thank you, Miss White."
When Mrs. Chapman announced that luncheon was ready, and we went into a dining
room darkened by heavy drapery. I poked at the tomato aspic and watched the lemon sherbet
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melt in my dish while tThe Chapmans complained that their next-door neighbors had just
ordered new furniture, the people across the street were letting the weeds take over their front
lawn, and someone else’s dog barked at all hours. I poked at the tomato aspic and watched the
lemon sherbet melt in my dish.
“We certainly could use your financial help here, Everett,” his mother said, and addinged
pointedly, “but apparently you’ve made other plans.”
I, of course, was responsible for the “other plans.” I tried hard to find something to like
about Chappie’s mother, but so far was finding it impossible. I thought Chappie would say
something to make her see that we were truly in love and that nothing would interfere with our
plans, but again he remained silent, and that bothered me.
I was relieved when we were finally on our way back to Ann Arbor. “I’m sure you made
a wonderful impression,” Chappie said when we were finally on our way back to Ann Arbor.
Was he blind, or was he lying? The truth, as I saw it, was that Mrs. Chapman had disliked me on
sight, and Mr. Chapman’s opinion, if he had one, didn’t matter.
For the next two weeks Mrs. ChapmanChappie's mother pressed her campaign to make
Chappie him feel guilty. “Momma says I’m thinking of no one but myself,” he confessed. “She
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says that my first responsibility is to them, and Poppa seems to agree. They assume I’ll be able to
support them, now that I’ve taken a job at Purdue.”
“They expect you to support them? Your father is unable to work?”
“He works, selling vacuum cleaners as a salesman, but he doesn’t earn enough money to
give Momma the things she feels she deserves—nice furniture, dinners at good restaurants,
vacations. And I’m supposed to help.”
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“But you’re just starting out! You have no money! Right now wWe can barely support
ourselves, let alone your parents. Do they understand that?”
Chappie shrugged. “I don’t believe they want to understand it. They’ve told me I’m being
very selfish.” His mother’s campaign was succeeding.
“They’ll get over it,” I said, trying to make him feel better. “They’re just not ready to see
their boy get married.”

Neither of us had any idea how to proceed with planningplan a wedding. Chappie and I
had recently attended a traditional wedding, the bride in white satin surrounded by a bevy of
bridesmaids, a flower girl and a ring bearer, with organ music and flowers, followed by a
reception for at least two hundred people. And champagne, a towering wedding cake, and a
string quartet. We’d pronounced it ridiculous. Ours would be simple—“pure,” we said—with no
absurd excesses.
Luckily for us, Chappie had a close friend, Arthur MillerMoore, a professor of electrical
engineering only a few years older than him. Arthur’s wife, Jo, loved the idea of having the
weddinghaving us get married in their house.
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“Don’t you worry, Peggy,” she said. “We’ll figure everything out. You’ll have a wedding
you’ll remember for the rest of your lives.”
She would bake a nice cake, she promised. Her garden was in full bloom, so I could have
roses for my bouquet. That was another stroke of good luck, because Chappie and I had barely
two nickels to rub together.
What was I going to wear? I had the clothes that the Mungers had financed for me, but I
didn’t own anything that qualified as a wedding dress, and I didn’t think it was proper to take
advantage of the Mungers’ generosity to spend money on something so frivolous. I asked for
Jo’s advice.
“You know what they say,” Jo said. “‘Something old, something new, something
borrowed, something blue.’ I was in a wedding party just last year," Jo said, "and I wore a blue
dress that I think would look very pretty on you. We’re about the same size.”
So that issue was settled.
What Chappie and I believed was worth some effort wasBut Chappie had definite ideas
for my wedding ring. “I’ll make it for you myself,” Chappie said. This was a side of him I'd
never seen, and I thought it was a terribly romantic idea.
A With only a few days before to go until the wedding, we made the rounds of jewelry
stores shops in search of a gold nugget that he would transform into my ring. But jewelers
weren’t interested in selling nuggets, even if they had any, and all of them every jeweler we
visited tried to persuade us to buy a ring instead.
We decided to try just one more jewelry storeplace,. In a tiny hole-in-the-wall. The shop,
the wizened old owner disappeared into his back room and returned with a tray of gold teeth and
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other odds and ends. He watched suspiciously as we poked through the collection until three
nuggets caught our eye. Each was a slightly different color—yellow, white, and reddish gold.
“There they are,” Chappie announced, lining up the nuggets on a ragged scrap of velvet.
“Perfect.”
The shopkeeper weighed the three nuggets. Chappie paid for them and dropped them into
his shirt pocket. “I’ll begin work tonight.”
The day before the wedding Chappie telephoned me at my boarding house. “The ring is
ready,” he said, and I could hear the excitement in his voice. “Let’s make sure it fits.”
Chappie had fashioned the nuggets into a lovely circlet. The ring lay gleaming on the
anvil, and as I reached for it, Chappie said, “No, wait—let me give it a few more taps, to make
sure it’s perfectly round.”
He tapped it once with a tiny hammer, and the ring broke into two pieces. Of course I
criedbegan to cry, and Chappie held me, murmuring, “Don’t worry, Peg. I’ll make it over again,
and it will be stronger than ever.”
“But it won’t be ready for the ceremony tomorrow!”
“It’s not a catastrophe, Peg,” Chappie said, stroking my hair. “We’ll use some other ring,
and it will be all right.”
That evening Chappie’s parents arrived in Ann Arbor, and Mrs. Chapman announced
their plans to have dinner with their son. I was not invited. Chappie made no objection, and again
I swallowed my anger—at him as well as his mother. But I was glad not to be around Mrs.
Chapman more than I absolutely had to.
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Three of mMy friends from Betsy’s—AliceEleanor, Helen, and Middie—invited me to
my last dinner as a single girl. They had chipped in to buy me a gift, a white nightgown adorned
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with yards of lace and satin ribbon.
“Of course Yyou won’t have it on for long,” they Helen said, laughing. “But it’s nice to
have it, to make your official appearance as a bride on your wedding night.”
Was this another tradition I was unfamiliar with, like “old, new, borrowed, and blue”? I
knew so little about weddings, and the more I heard, the more I wondered if it wouldn’t be better
if Chappie and I sneaked off to a justice of the peace. Then I wouldn’t have to put up withendure
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his mother the next day. She had already informed Chappie that she wished me to call her
“Mother Chapman.” I thought “Duchess of Detroit” suited her much better.
“What about a honeymoon?” Middie asked. “Or is that a secret?”
“We’re going to the Chapman family cottage on a lake.” That had been Mother
Chapman’s idea. Chappie insisted that I’d love the place, and we didn’t have the money to go
anywhere else.
“Oh, Peggy, it sounds so romantic!” Eleanor Alice trilledsighed. “Just think, tomorrow
night this time, you’ll be Mrs. Everett Chapman, and you’ll be on your honeymoon!.”
“We’ll be there with you tomorrow,” said Middie.
“Weddings always make me cry,” Eleanor said, her eyes already shining with happy tears

Jo Moore had arranged flowers and greenery in front of the fireplace where we would
exchange our vows at eleven o’clock in the morning. I wore Jo’s pale blue crepe dress with a
dropped waist and a flounced skirt. She loaned me elbow-length white gloves and a pair of shoes
and made me a gift of a pair of silk stockings. And she took the wedding ring off her own finger
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and handed it to Chappie, whispering, “This is just for the ceremony. Remember to give it back
to me after the ceremonywards!”
Somewhere Arthur Moore found the a minister to perform the ceremony. The manHe was
dreadful, loudly prompting us through every line of our vows as though we were deaf. He
The worst part of the ordeal was Mrs. Chapman. She didn’t try to hide her displeasure.
The minister had scarcely finished blaring the opening lines, “Dearly beloved, we are gathered
here today in the sight of God,” when I heard a loud snort and a moaning sob behind me. Mrs.
Chapman was weeping as though her son had just died. To her, I suppose, he had: he was
marrying the girl who had stolen her sonit must have seemed like it. She keened so noisily that
the minister raised the volume another notch to shout over her.
We stumbled through our vows, the minister pronounced us man and wife, and Chappie
planted a dutiful kiss somewhere near my mouthon my cheek. Arthur, who stood up for Chappie,
was the first to offer hearty congratulations, and Jo rushed off to ladle cups of strawberry punch
and pass around egg salad sandwiches and then to coach us as we cut the cake. Mrs. Chapman
continued to honk into her handkerchief, and her husband Chappie's father hovered nearby lest
she keel over in a dead faint. I secretly hoped she would.
We got away as soon as we could. I changed out of Jo’s blue dress and into my everyday
clothes, and Middiey and Eleanor Alice and Helen tossed handfuls of rice at us as we jumped
into the Dodge. My friends had lettered JUST MARRIED on the rear window and tied a couple of
tin cans to the bumper that rattled and clattered as we drove off.
Nobody remembered to take pictures.
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Chapter 154: Honeymoon—1924

Before our honeymoon could begin, Chappie and I drove to the darkroom…
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The Chapmans owned a cottage on one of the lakes seventeen miles north of Ann Arbor,
but we were not yet on our way . First we drove to the darkroom t to print the photographs of the
campus we'd shown in the library and, which would earn us as much as a dollar-fifty a for which
we had a backlog of orders. That.
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That night, exhaustedFriday the thirteenth, we slept in Chappie’s rented room. Exhausted,
I forgot all about my white bridal nightgown.
The next daySaturday, my twentieth birthday, we were up early and back in the
darkroom. That wasn’t the end. We had been hired to take photographs at commencement
exercises at the university on Sunday, and for the next few days we spent all our timepractically
every minute in the darkroom, developing and printing. We had been married for a week before
we were able to leave on our honeymoon.
The Chapmans' cottage was on one of the lakes seventeen miles north of Ann Arbor The
Dodge died twice along the unpaved road before we arrived at the cottage. Late afternoon
sunlight filtered through the tall trees surrounding the cottage and reflected on the dark water.
Sailboats drifted around the little islands dotted with green trees and white rocks. The cottage
itself was dark and dank. We threw open the windows, knocked down cobwebs, and cleaned
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mouse droppings off the scarred oak table. We found sheets and moth-eaten blankets in a musty
cupboard and made up the rickety bed with a tired mattress that sagged in the middle. I was
never much good at housekeeping, but I rose to the occasion at least this once.
By evening the cabin was habitable. Chappie lit the kerosene lamp and fired up the wood
stove. Jo Moore had packed a hamper with supplies she thought we’d need and Arthur had
delivered it to Chappie’s rooming boarding house before we left—neither of us would have
thought to do thatto pick up groceries—and I scrambled some eggs and brewed a pot of coffee.
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We were alone, in love, eager to start our married life together.
But we weren’t alone for long.
After two blissful nights and one languorous lazy day spent paddling a leaky canoe along
the shore and swimming in the still-frigid waters, we were startled to hear an auto crunching
down the gravel path. “Yoohoo!” caroled the now familiar voice of Mrs. Chapman Senior.
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“It’s your mother,” I said, peering out the window. “And she’s not alone. There’s a girl
with her. Can we pretend we’re not here?”
The girl was Marian, Chappie’s sister. I had heard a little about her but had not met her.
“We decided we could do with a little vacation,” Mrs. Chapman announced brightly.
“Marian has been having such a difficult time, and as long as you’re here, we thought we’d join
you for a nice family visit. Everett, dear, go bring our luggage from the car.”
There was no explanation of Marian's "difficult time," but Everett Dear did as Momma
ordered,. and I realized from the amount of their luggage that this was not going to be an
overnight visit. Soon our uninvited guests were unpacked and settled into the bedroom next to
ours, and the Duchess of Detroit was waiting to be served.
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“Marian and I would love some coffee, Margaret. Or is it Peg? Or Peggy? Or Maggie?”
She cocked her head to one side. “You seem like a Maggie to me.”
“You may call me whatever you like, Mother Chapman,” I said evenly, trying to keep the
sarcasm out of my voice. “Chappie calls me Peggy.”
“All right, then, Peggy,” she said, as though the name had a unpleasant bad taste. “But
please don’t call my son ‘Chappie.’ I named him Everett, and that is what I wish to hear him
called.”
“Of course,” I said, gritting my teeth. My mother also disapproved of nicknames, but she
never lectured my friends.
I wish that I didn’t recall the next couple of weeks as vividly as I do. PFirst, there was
puffy-eyed Marian sat sullenly, sitting s ullenly at the kitchen table, her head in her hands.
Marian’s marriage had come to a bitter end, her mother announced.
“I’ve done nothing but cry for the past week,” Marian said, and began to sob again.
WThe women in my family hardly ever cried, at least not in front of other people. This
seemed to be a family of theatrical weepers, and it made me uncomfortable..
“Nobody loves me!” Marian wailed. “Not one single person! I have nothing to live for!”
“Of courseCertainly you do, dear,” Mrs. Chapman said, patting Marian’s shoulder. “I, on
the other hand, have nothing but woes!”
Chappie had been standing next close to me, his arm around my waist, but when Marian
gazed tearfully at us, his arm dropped and he moved away. “I think the coffee is ready,” he said.
It felt like a chilly breeze blowing between us.
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I retrieved four cups from the cupboard and poured cream into a pitcher with a broken
handle. Chappie pulled out a chair for his mother at the table. I pulled out my own chair, helped
myself to coffee, and reached for the cream pitcher.
“Don’t use too much of it, Peggy,” Mrs. Chapman warned. “We don't want to run out. I
absolutely cannot drink coffee if it doesn’t have enough cream in it. I hope you have more, and
plenty of ice for the icebox, too. If not, Everett can drive into the village and pick up a block.
We’re going to need more groceries. I’ll make a list.”
I made a show of adding only a few drops to my cup. Mrs. Chapman took the pitcher and
turned her coffee nearly white. And just like that, I moved from disliking my new mother-in-law
to detesting her.
“Let me tell you what’s happened,” she said. “Our The neighbors , the Fergusons—you
know the ones I mean, Everett—have completely refurnished their house. Besides the davenport
loveseat and matching side chairs, they’ve bought a mahogany dining room table and a china
closet, an Oriental rug, and probably even more things I haven’t seen yet. Can you imagine how
that makes me feel? Your father and I, existing in such dismal circumstances that I am
continually denied the finer things of life?”
Chappie shifted uncomfortably uneasily in his chair. “I’m sorry to hear that, Momma. But
Poppa did buy you the davenport you wanted.”
I stirred a spoonful of sugar into my coffee, wishing I had could sneak something kind of
sleeping draught to sneak into Momma’s cup that wouldto put her into a deep coma. What a
dreadful woman! And why did Chappie just sit there, taking it, looking like a whipped dog?
“Yes, you’re sorry! I’m sure you’re very sorry indeed! And a cheap divan davenport it is,
too—not at all what I had in mind.” Her voice rose shrilly. “But the fact is, Everett, that it is your
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duty as my son to come to our aid! Don’t we deserve better?" than to live in such penury that
even a decent stick of furniture is beyond our reach?”
“Yes, Momma,” Chappie murmured.
“I’m glad you understand that, Everett,” Mrs. Chapman said. “Now we’ll see if you’re as
good as your word.”
I was seething. How could he put up with this?
Chappie felt guilty, and I felt completely helpless. It was awfully clear that Chappie was
not going to make his mother tell her that it was not his responsibility to buy her expensive
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furniture.. The walls of the cottage were so thin that, at night, we lay rigidly side by side, not
touching, and listened to his mother’s stentorian snores and his sister’s muffled sobs in the next
room. I wondered what it would take to get them to leave.
On a Friday morning tTwo weeks after we were married and five days after his mother
and sister arrived to share our honeymoon, Chappie got up early morning and left the cottage
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without waking me. He had work to do in his laboratory, and I knew that he would not be back
until late that night. He playeding in a dance band in Ann Arbor to earn extra money, to keep us
going through the summer, and his Friday nights were always busy. After he’d gone, I was
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awakened by a loud thumping and sloshing in the kitchen,. and I gradually realized that myMy
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dear mother-in-law was cleaning, and m. My first thought was to ignore it. My second thought
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was to climb out of bed, get dressed in a hurry, and volunteer to help.
“Well, Peggy,” said Mrs. Chapman when I appeared in the doorway, “is it your usual
habit to sleep away the best part of the day while others work?”
And where was poor Marian, I wondered? Shouldn’t she be up and helping, too?
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But determined to ignore this opening shot, I greeted her cheerfully. “Good morning,
Mother Chapman. What would you like me to do?”
“Start by washing the windows,” she said. “A person can scarcely see through them.”
I found a bucket and filled it at the pump in the sink. After doing a couple of windows, a
dozen small panes in each, I'd planned to fix myself some breakfast. Then I’d ask Mrs.
Chapman to join me for a cup of coffee. Maybe I could begin to make some kind of peace if her
boy wasn’t there to be her audience.

I would make the effort, no matter what it cost me. If she

got to know me, she might realize that I was a likable person. I would make the effort, no matter
what it cost me. That was my plan.
I was wiping a glass pane with a chamois when Mrs. Chapman paused in her furious
scrubbing and called out from the kitchen, “Tell me, Peggy, what did your mother think when
you announced your plans to marry?”
I rinsed the chamois in the bucket and moved on to the next pane before I answered. “She
was worried at first because she thought we were too young. She agrees that it’s important for
me to finish my courses and graduate. But when she realized how much in love we are, she
changed her mind and gave her approval. She’s happy for us.”
“Really? I’m certainly glad someone is happy! Your mother has gained a son, and I’ve
lost a son. I do congratulate you, but I never want to see you again.”
Had I heard her correctly? I never want to see you again. Had she really said that?
Nobody would dare say such a cruel thing to another person! Frightened Angry and shaken, I
clutched the damp chamois, unsure what to do next. Scarcely able to think—certainly not to
think clearly—I draped the chamois over the rim of the bucket and slipped out the front door of
the cottage, closing it quietly behind me. and made my way up the gravel path to the road. I had
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to find Chappie and tell him exactly what had happened. Surely my husband would know what
to say, what to do. He, and he finally stand up to his mother and to make things right!
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I made my way up the gravel path to the road and started walking. I knew it was
sSeventeen miles to Ann Arbor,. but I didn’t think about the distance; I simply started to walk.
The morning was still pleasantly cool, but in another hour or so it would be hot and getting
hotter. After about a mile, my head cleared a little and I realized that I had left without my purse.
and had no money with me. I had also neglected to eat any breakfast, not even a piece of toast..
There was no turning back. I never want to see you again.
I kept walking. The sun rose higher in the sky, the patches of shade shrank, and I was
growing hungrier. Occasionally an automobile rumbled by on the dusty road, and the driver
glanced at me curiously. I thought of sticking out my thumb and asking for a ride, but I was too
embarrassed. There would be questions, and I didn’t want to answer them.
I plodded on, plagued by blackflies and gnats. The sun blazed directly overhead. My feet
were blistering. I came to a filling station and stopped for a drink of water. “Hot enough for ya?”
the attendant inquired, eyeing me, and I nodded. I might have asked for help, but pride would not
let me. I rested for a while and then continued my journey.
In mid-afternoon I reached the outskirts of Ann Arbor in mid-afternoon. The streetcar
line ended here, and if I’d had a nickel in my pocket I might have ridden the last couple of miles
into town. The sun was still high when I stumbled up the street to Arthur and Jo Moore’s home. I
knew that I looked a fright, but I was past caring. I knocked on the door and got no answer.
Exhausted, I sank into a chair on their front porch to wait. Hours passed—I had no idea how
many. I had not eaten all day, and I was dizzy with hunger, but I had nowhere else to go. Sunset
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came. Lights began to flicker on in houses up and down the street, but there was no sign of the
Moores.
At last a pair of headlamps swung into the driveway, and I levered myself up from the
chair where I’d been dozing.
Arthur saw me first and leaped out of. “Peggy!” he cried, opening the car door. “Peggy!”
he cried. and leaping out. “What on earth?”
I threw myself into Jo’s arms, sobbing. “Oh, you poor dear!” she murmured, and turned
to Arthur. “Let’s get her inside. We can ask questions later.”
The two half carried me into the house, washed my face as though I were a small child,
gave me water and then weak tea, and decided that a soft-boiled egg and toast would be just the
thing. While I ate, I described my conversation with Mrs. Chapman. “‘I never want to see you
again.’ She actually said that.”
I saw the look the Moores exchanged—they had witnessed how sheher behaviored at the
wedding. Now they had a hurried conference: Chappie would be playing for another couple of
hours before heading back to the lake. Arthur would find him and bring him to their home.
“Meanwhile, dear child, you must rest,” Jo said firmly. “Shall I fix you another egg?
How about a whole wheat muffin with some marmalade?”

I was asleep in the Moores’ guest room when Chappie arrived sometime after midnight.
Drowsily I reached up to pull draw him close, but after some tearful kisses and before I had a
chance to tell him what his mother had said to me, he pulled away. “I can’t stay here, Peg. I have
to drive to the cottage. Momma will be so worried if I don’t. We’ll have plenty of time to talk
tomorrow.”
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“Go, then,” I told him and turned my face to the wall.
He came back at noon, bringing our clothes and the news that his mother and Marian
were returning to Detroit. I had slept most of the morning and taken a long, hot bath, and I was
sitting on the Moores’ back terrace wearing in Jo’s dressing gown. My filthy clothes had been
washed and hung out to dry. Arthur and Jo had been discreet in their questions, but Chappie
wanted an explanation.
“Peggy, what happened?” he asked, pulling up a chair beside me. “Momma said that you
became hysterical over some trivial thing and ran off. She said she couldn’t imagine what would
have caused you to do that. She thought you’d just gone down to the lake to get control of
yourself.”
I stared at Chappie for a moment and then looked away. If I told him the truth, told
himrepeated the cruel words his mother had flung at me, would he even believe me? I doubted it.
Better, then, to say nothing. “Yes,” I said quietly. “Of course. She was right.”
“Darling,” Chappie said sympathetically, his hand on my knee, “I wonder if it might be a
good idea for you to have another talk with Dr. Stansfield. He was so helpful to you—”
I cut him off before he could say any more. “You think I’m crazy! Your mother has
convinced you that there’s something wrong with me! Well, I can assure you there is not.” I
brushed his hand away and stood up, tightening the sash on the dressing gown. “Your mother has
made it perfectly clear that she dislikes me and that she disapproves of our marriage. Yes, I
behaved irrationally! I should have remembered to take my purse—that was my main mistake. I
do apologize for the trouble I’ve caused Arthur and Jo and you, because I know you were
worried. I doubt that your mother gave my absence a second thought.” I started toward the door.
“I’m going to dress. Then let’s go home.”
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Home was the Chappie's rooming boarding house where Chappie had lived for the past
few years. His room was too small for both of us, so I had taken a room down the hall. It was
awkward, but it was supposed to be temporary. In a few weeks we’d be moving to Indiana. We’d
have a regular home of our own, I would be in my fourth year of college, and Mrs. Chapman
would be out of our lives.
Except that she never was, no matter how much I hoped she would be.she wasn’t. It
didn't matter that sShe was three hundred miles away in Detroit, but she still had as much power
over him as she ever had.
The flow of letters grew from a stream to a flood, and the story never changed:
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everything was wrong in her life, and it was all Chappie’s fault. She was a damsel in distress, he
was supposed to be her knight in shining armor, and he’d failed her. She could never be happy,
she told him. It would be better if she didn’t love him so much. Someday he would understand
what he had done to her, but by then it would be too late!
Mr. Chapman made things even worse, warning Chappie that if he didn’t write to his
mother at least once a week as he’d promised, he would have to accept responsibility for
whatever became of her. His father predicted it would be dire.
The Chapmans made sure I understood that I was at the root of all this misery. If Chappie
had not married me, then he would be behav like a dutiful son and his Momma
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Chapter 165: Starting Over—1925

By the end of 1924—we had been married only six months—I was often thinking how
much better my life would be if I weren’t Mrs. Margaret Chapman. Even the name upset me. I
had been Margaret White all my life, and I had wanted my name to become famous. My own
name—not my husband’s. I felt as if I were losing my identity. And my marriage seemed to be
falling apart.
I scarcely knew who I was any more. I had not worked on my children’s book about
insects for months and months. I had taken all of Professor Ruthven's courses, and without him
to guide and inspire me, my interest My interests had evolveshiftedd from herpetology to
paleontology, from snakes to fossils. It was a drastic change, —I couldn’t account for it—and it
meant that in my fourth year of college, instead of being a senior at Purdue, I had to start over as
a freshman and take a different set of required courses. The girls I met in my classes were close
to my age, but we had nothing in common. They chattered about their dates, the dances and
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parties to which they’d been invited, and the clothes they planned to wear, just as I had only a
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couple of years earlier. When I told them I was married, the wife of a faculty member, they shied
away. Marriage put me in another category altogether. We had nothing in common. The other
faculty wives were no better match—I was decades younger than any of them, sometimes even
younger than their own daughters.
At a dinner for faculty and their wives, I was seated next to a gray-haired matron who
assumed that I, too, must be a professor’s daughter. She asked what I was studying, and I told
her.
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“A scientist in the making!” she enthused. “How nice. Well, I enjoy doing needlepoint,”
she said and described in detail the cushions she’d worked to raise money for a charity. for the
kneelers at her church’s altar rail. “What are your hobbies, dear? Besides collecting rocks, or
whatever it is paleontologists do,” she asked.
in a patronizing way that irked me.
I had to say something. “I enjoy taking photographs.” How bland that sounded!
How bland that sounded! What had once been my passion was now reduced to little more
than a hobby. Had this really happened to me? I felt sick just saying it: I enjoy taking
photographs.
The woman nodded approvingly. and explained that sShe was the advisor to a campus
sorority, she said, and h. Her girls were looking for someone to take pictures for a book they
were putting together. “Portraits of the girls, informal pPictures of life in the sorority house,
portraits of the girls, informal shots, that sort of thing. I’d be pleased to recommend you for the
job, Peggy.”
“That sort of thing” was not the kind of photography I loved to do; there was no artistry
in it, no imagination required. But it was an opportunity to use my camera and earn a little
money of my own. I leaped at the offer and spent hours taking pictures and developing them. It
turned out to be a disaster. I didn't have enough experience in photographing people, and I
misjudged the available light. that I had I overexposed every single shot, and and the pictures
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were worthless. I was horribly embarrassed and didn’t get any more assignments. This failure
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was a crushing disappointment for me, but it didn’t bother Chappie.
“It’s my job to support you, Peg,” he said sternly. “You should not be spending your time
trying to earn money. Your job is to keep house.”
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To keep house! That remark chilled me, but I did not argue with him. We were arguing
more and more, and to challenge him would have done no good.
****
We had been married just a year when Chappie accepted a job with an electric company
in Cleveland. We were moving again, and I was pleased. Cleveland was a far more interesting
and energetic city than the sleepy Indiana town where Purdue was located. I could see my
mother and Roger occasionally. Maybe the change would be good for both Chappie and me. Our
marriage was in trouble, I knew that, but I hoped we could make a fresh start. But if that failed, I
would need a way to support myself.
We rented a sunny little apartment on the top floor of an old house where I could set up a
darkroom in the bathroom. I found a job teaching children at the Museum of Natural History
teaching children. Then I signed up for evening classes in education at Western Reserve
University. I thought my chances of finding steady employment as a teacher were probably good.
I’d once told Dr. Ruthven my My plan to become a news photographer and reporter; that
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ambition had somehow been lost been lost along the way.
Cleveland was a much more interesting and energetic city than the sleepy Indiana town
where Purdue was located. I explored the city with my camera. It was only when I was peering
through the cracked lens of my secondhand Ica Reflex that I felt truly alive again. I wandered
along the docks on Lake Erie and poked into the shops along Broadway, thinking I might put
together a photographic essay of the city. But there were too many other demands on my time
and energy, and I didn't follow through on myidea. We rented a sunny little apartment on the top
floor of an old house where I could set up a darkroom in the bathroom
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H, but housework bored me. Dirty dishes piled up in the bathtub—the kitchen sink was
too small. Dirty laundry overflowed the hamper, and the cupboard went bare. while I explored
the city with my camera. It was only when I was peering through the cracked lens of my
secondhand Ica Reflex that I felt truly alive again. I wandered along the docks on Lake Erie and
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poked into the shops along Broadway, thinking how I might put together a photographic essay of
the city. But there were too many other demands on my time and energy, and I did not follow
through.
Then I had to face Chappie’s wrath when he came home and shouted that the place was
no better than a pigpen, and it was my fault. Worse than his shouting, though, was his complete
silence. Sometimes he would not speak for days. It was as if I didn’t exist. I could hardly believe
this was the Chappie I had fallen in love with. What had happened to him? And what was
happening to me?
On my good days, when I was determined to prove that I was a capable wife, I cleaned
and washed and ironed and prepared elaborate meals, trying to please my husband. On his good
days, Chappie was sweet and loving. But often he sulked. Once he told me that he thought he
hated me, although he wouldn’t say why. Another time he bellowed, “Why would anyone choose
to be married? I’m done with it! Finished!”
But Llater, when he was calm, he said he was sorry, that he would try to be more patient,
that we must give our marriage another chance. I agreed. This was how it went, seesawing up
and down, through a second year.
I had begunbegan to quietly put aside a little money, imagining what my life might be
like as a single woman. At the end of two years it was clear to me, as it must have been to
Chappie, that our marriage was a failureover..
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In the summer of 1926, soon after my twenty-second birthday, I applied to Cornell
University in upstate New York, and was accepted. I’d heard that Cornell had a good zoology
department, and with my courses in herpetology and a brief detour into paleontology behind me,
I would be able to graduate in a year. I’d also heard that there were waterfalls right on the
Cornell campus—Cascadilla Falls, Triphammer Falls, Forest Falls. Such picturesque names!
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When I’d told Chappie that I wanted to leave—leave Cleveland, leave him—he’d
reluctantly agreed. “Maybe it’s for the best, Peg,” he said. Then he changed his mind and begged
me to stay. He wept; I wavered. HThen his tears turned to angry shouts and blame.
This time I stood my ground: I was going.
Legally, though, I was still married, still his wife. For years I had struggled with the
painful and bewildering of my Jewish heritage and kept it buried from everyone but Chappie.
Now I had another secret: I was married but separated. It was an uncomfortable situation, setting
me apart from almost everyone at Cornell, and one that kept me from feeling I belonged at
Cornell—or perhaps anywhere, and I would keep it a secret. I had decided to abandoned the
name I’d been using, Peggy Chapman, and I signed up for my classes as Margaret Bourke White;
Bourke was my mother’s maiden name, and she had given it to me as my middle name. That step
gave me back my identity as an individual, something vitally important that I felt I had been in
danger of losing during my years with Chappie.
I had to scramble for money. The Mungers still provided a small stipend, but they
assumed that as a married woman with a professor husband I didn’t need as much help, and I
didn’t tell them that my status had changed. In exchange for meals I worked a few hours a day as
a waitress in the dining hall, and I took shifts at the front desk in the girls’ dormitory to pay for
my room.
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I was surrounded by natural beauty, Fall Creek carving its way toward Lake Cayuga
Lake, the breathtaking falls and gorges sculpted by glaciers. There was the manmade beauty of
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campus architecture as well: the ornate iron gates of the football stadium, the ivy-covered walls
of the stately buildings. When I had a free hour, I went out with my camera—the Ica still made
beautiful pictures—, hiking above the falls for sweeping scenic shots, scouring the campus for
the detail that captured the whole, and sometimes combining the two in what I called “campus
pattern pictures.”
Bbut my coursework took up almost all my time. What had happened to my passion for
photography? Somehow that had been lost, like my individuality. I was determined to find it
again. The solution was to give up waiting tables. I ate what I could, when I could. Food had
never been important to me. and eat what I could, when I couldI lost weight. Food had never
been important to me. but taking But now I had time to take pictures, and that was the one thing I
discovered that I did care about, and I cared intensely. I was finding my way back to my passion
for photography.
I was still influenced by Clarence White’s theory that every photograph must be a work
of art, more like a painting than merely a precise reflection of reality. I roamed the countryside,
hiking alone above the falls for sweeping scenic shots, scouring the campus for the architectural
detail that captured the whole, and sometimes combining the two in what I called “campus
pattern pictures.” It wasn’t only a matter of finding the correct angle, waiting for the perfect
circumstances to get the best shot, and then getting having the light exactly right. I still aimed for
a soft focus, stretching a silk stocking over the lens or manipulating the film in the darkroom,
using sheets of celluloid to achieve the dreamy effect I wanted. I thought of them my pictures as

Commented [CY48]: Does this work?

115
“Pseudo-Corots,” referring to the French painter, Camille Corot, known for his atmospheric
landscapes.
Choosing from among the dozens of negatives, I printed up enlargements of eight or ten
pictures I thought were good enough and took them to the office of the campus housing manager,
Mr. Coleman, who had found . He’d gotten me my jobs as a waitress and a receptionist, and I
knew he liked me. I laid the photographs on his desk, one at a time. “Do you think I could sell
these?” I asked him.
Mr. Coleman adjusted his spectacles and whistled softly. “I’m sure you can.”
We came up with a plan. Working furiously over the Thanksgiving holiday, I matted the
photographs and arranged them on easels outside my dormitory dining room. The “PseudoCorots” were an immediate success. Girls loved them —“Why, they’re not like photographs at
all, they’re like paintings!”—and wanted to buy them as Christmas gifts for their parents. Mr.
Coleman helped recruit twenty students as salesmen to make the rounds of fraternity and sorority
houses. Orders poured in. It was almost impossible to keep up.
When Mr. Coleman learned that I’d been developing film in washtubs in the laundry
room of my dorm, he gave me the key to the darkroom in the student supply store. I spent what
little money I had and borrowed more to buy chemicals and printing paper. It was almost
impossible to keep up. I worked hour after hour through theevery night before I went off to
classes in the morning, completely exhausted but also exhilarated.
Mr. Coleman’s boss found out that I’d been in the darkroom all night. “You’re going to
get sick,” he worried, “or flunk out, or both, and I don’t want it on my hands. You I can’t allow
you to use the darkroom anymore.”
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I pleaded, but it was useless. Mr. Coleman agreed with his boss, but he gave me the name
of a commercial photographer in downtown Ithaca. “Go talk to Henry Head. He’ll give you
somehave good advice.”
I took a batch of my photographs to Mr. Head, who reluctantly agreed to look at them.
When he’d finished flipping through them, he said, “You can use the darkroom as much as you
want, and you’ll pay me a percentage of every picture you sell.” Sales went well, and I often
worked in Mr. Head’s darkroom through the night.
When I wasn’t shut up in the darkroom, I was out taking pictures around the campus. One
night after a heavy snowfall I wanted to photograph the Hall of Science before anyone else’s
footprints could spoil its glistening white mantlethe image. I carefully walked a long, curving
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trail through the snow that would accent the stark angles of the building in my composition.
After the fiasco at Purdue with the ruined sorority pictures, , my confidence had returned,
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and with it, my determination to be a success. During the two years with Chappie I'd kept a
diary, but there were many times days when I left the pages blank, rather than fill them with my
unhappiness. Now I wrote about the pictures I was taking, and how I felt. “I know that I’m good
and getting better,” I wrote. “I know that I am destined for the kind of greatness that famous
photographers like Alfred Stieglitz have achieved and very few women have. I’m absolutely
certain that I will be among them.”
But I was not the best businesswoman., and my mistakes cost me dearly. I had not
calculated that the rush to buy the photographs as Christmas gifts would end suddenly, and I had
unwisely spent all my cash on a great pile of photographic paper I didn’t need and probably
wouldn’t need for quite a while. That was a hard lesson. The mistake cost me dearly, and I
vowed I would not make it again.
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Chapter 17.6: The Final Break—1927

I did not go to Cleveland to spend Christmas with my mother and Roger. If I wanted to
graduate in June, I had to study through the holidays do something to rescue my sinking grades
and study through the holidays. Besides, tThe train cost too much. But the real reason was, and I
didn’t want to be in the same city as Chappie. That It would have been too painful. Although I
didn’t love him the way I once did, he represented what I thought was the greatest failure of my
life, my marriage. I stayed in Ithaca,on the campus deserted campus over the holidays.
Mr. Head and his wife invited me to come to their house on New Year’s Day for their
traditional pork and sauerkraut dinner. It was kind of them, but I excused myself before the
coffee was served. “The light is perfect for photographing Triphammer Falls, and I can’t bear to
miss that opportunity,” I explained.
“But we have such a lovely almond cake, Miss White!” Mrs. Head said with a frown. I
didn’t want to offend herMrs. Head, but really, I felt I had no choice, and I knew that Mr. Head
understood perfectly.
My exams went I did fairly well in my exams, and my grades were satisfactory if not
stellar. In my final semester I signed up for a journalism course. OThe other students in the class
were hoping to become newspaper reporters; I was more interested in magazine work and
submitted a photo-essay—pictures of doorways with very little text—for an assignment. The
professor was the advisor for the Cornell Alumni News, and he thought the editor might want to
feature my photographs of campus buildings. The editor looked them over and paid me five
dollars each for three pictures, —Iit seemed like a fortune!. When the magazine came out, was
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sent toseveral alumni graduates of the department of architecture , several wrote to praise the
pictures, and . oOne graduate alumnus contacted the dean and suggested that I specialize in
architectural photography. He said. He said my pictures were that good. It was the kind of
encouragement I craved.
I had once told Dr. Ruthven that I intended to be a reporter-photographer, bBut I wasn’t
sure that I could actually land such a job as a new graduate with no professional experience I
could actually land such a job—and I did need to find work. To play it safe, I sent an application
to the American Museum of Natural History in New York. The curator of herpetology invited me
to come for an interview. He seemed so impressed by my application that I thought the offer of a
position might be imminent.
I was nearly twenty-twohree, about to graduate, and unsure which to follow—my head,
and my long interest in natural science, or my heart, and my passion for photography. I could go
to New York and take aA job at the museum—that would have beenbe the safe choice. Or I
could follow the suggestion of that Cornell graduate and try to pursue a career in architectural
photography, even though I had no specific training in the field. That was a big risk.
Photography offered the most excitement, but I had to know if the men who praised my
photographs were right, or if they simply enjoyed my pictures of their alma mater. My future
hung in the balance.
I asked the letter-writer to recommend someone qualified to give me an objective
opinion.
TheHis reply: “See Benjamin Moskowitz, York & Sawyer, Architects, NYC. Good luck.”
During the Easter vacation I booked a cheap room and took the train to New York City,
where I had booked a cheap room. I arrived late on Thursday and and went straight to the Park
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Avenue address of York & Sawyer. The elevator operator took me toAt their office on the
twenty-third floor , and I asked the switchboard operator for Mr. Moskowitz.
“I think Mr. Moskowitz has already left, miss. I know he was planning a long weekend.
Did you have an appointment?”
I hadn't counted on this. I shook my head, close to tears. “But I’ve come all this way!
And I can’t stay until next week to see him! I have to be back on campus for classes!”
She sighed and took asked my name and told me to wait while she tried to see if she
could locate himhe might still be there. I paced nervously, thinking that my time and money and
my best chance for an expert opinion had been thrown away. The operator rang his office; no
answer. “Sorry, but it looks like you’re out of luck, Miss White,” she said.
Why hadn’t I planned this better? Called for an appointment? Taken an earlier train?
How could I have made such a mistake? I was close to tears I should have known! Stupid, stupid,
stupid me!
Just then a tall, gray-haired man, beautifully groomed, strode through the reception area.
The switchboard operator signaled me and mouthed, “That’s him.”
I didn’t hesitate. “Oh, Mr. Moskowitz!” I called out. “Just a moment, sir, please! I’d like
to speak to you.”
He glanced at his expensive-looking gold watch and kept walking. “Sorry, I have a train
to catch,” he said brusquely. “I don’t believe you had an appointment.”
I hurried after him toward the elevator. “I apologize, sir, but I was told to talk to you and
to show you some photographs.” I mentioned the Cornell alumnus graduate who had given me
his name.
He pressed the button to call the elevator. “As I said, Miss—?”
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“Margaret Bourke White.”
“—Miss White, I have a train to catch. I’m sure your photographs are very good or he
would not have sent you to see me, but unfortunately I have no time to look at them or talk to
you just now.”
He checked his watch impatiently and rang again for the elevator. “It’s always slow when
I’m most in a hurry,” he muttered.
“Let me show you just one photograph while we’re waiting,” I pleaded, and opened the
portfolio. The picture on top was a view of the river from the library tower, the highest point on
campus. I’d climbed that tower at dawn and at sunset and at every possible time in between to
catch the light on the water at exactly the right moment and framed t. The shot was framed
through the lacy grillwork.
Mr. Moskowitz glanced at it, impatiently at first and then more carefully a second time.
Then he paused and looked a second time. “You took this photograph?” he asked doubtfully.
“Yes, these pictures are all my work.” I rushed through my story—the elevator could
arrive at any moment. “Mr. Moskowitz, I have to know if you think I have the ability to become
a professional in this field.!”
The elevator gate clattered open. “Going down!”
“Never mind, Chester,” Mr. Moskowitz told the operator. “We don’t need you now.” He
motioned for me to follow him. “Come with me. I want to have a look at the rest of these.”
As we hurried through the reception room, Mr. Moskowitz called out to the switchboard
operator, “Ring up Sawyer and York and anyone else who’s still here and tell them to come to
the conference room.”
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The windows of the walnut-paneled room looked out over Park Avenue South, but the
men in pinstriped suits and silk neckties weren’t interested in that view. They were gazing at my
photographs, arranged propped on a narrow ledge along the walls. They liked what they saw.
For the next hour they asked me questions about my age—I fibbed a bit, adding a couple
of years—my education, and my experience.
They liked what they saw. At the end of the hour I sailed walked out of the offices of
York and Sawyer , assured by themwith their assurance that any architect in the country would
willingly pay for my services. I wanted to celebrate, and when I stopped for something to eat, I
could scarcely stop myselfkeep from telling my good news to the tired-looking waitress behind
the counter.
The next day I visited the Museum of Natural History because I was interested in the
exhibits, but not because I wanted to work there. I left a note for the curator who had invited me
for an interview, explaining that I was unable to keep my appointment. I knew it was a risk; I
needed a job, and the museum probably would have offered me one in herpetology. But I wanted
a different kind of life. I wanted to achieve the kind of success I believed I was meant to have.
For hours I wandered the broad avenues and narrow side streets of New York. I gazed up
at skyscrapers, seeing dozens of potential shots and wishing I had my camera.! I stopped in an
elegant stationery shop and bought a beautiful leather-bound notebook and a pricey silver
fountain pen for jotting down ideas. I imagined myself living in the city. But although the
architects at York and & Sawyer had praised my work and declared that it was of professional
quality, they had not offered me a position. I understood that I would be my own employer and
that my services would be on a freelance basis, with no regular paycheck,. I would always be
angling for the next assignment, and no doubt I would often have to take monotonous work just
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to be able to pay my rentworried about money. It was surely the way nearly all artists lived, and
that was a scary thought.
As the train followed the Hudson River north from the city, I took out my notebook and
pen and tried to imagine the shape a new life might take. I knew that I needed to come up with a
concrete plan.

As sSpring began to emerge in Ithaca,. I kept on taking pictures. I still didn’t fit in, but
that didn’t bother me. I had never been a traditional college girl—although there were times
when I’d tried—and I was surely not one now. Instead of going out to parties, I tramped alone to
the falls, photographing the splendor of that dramatic landscape. There was no man in my life;
my camera was everything. I was lonely at times, but I endured it. Loneliness was not as bad as
being with someone who didn’t love me enough. At times I missed Chappie, but more often I
was relieved not to have to live with his difficult moods.
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In May a letter arrived, postmarked Cleveland. I recognized, addressed in Chappie’s
handwriting. I propped the letterit, unopened, on my dresser. After for two days, to prove to
myself that I had the strength to resist him . Finally I tore open the envelope and read the letter.
He wrote that he was doing well at Lincoln Electric, specializing in electric welding, and
he was in line for a promotion. He confessed that he missed me and thought of me often. He
regretted the pain he had caused me and believed he had become more mature.
“We are still man and wife,” he wrote. “And my fondest hope is that we can still find our
way back to the deep love we once shared. I propose to come to Ithaca so that we may talk face
to face. I long to see you. Please write and let me know how you feel.” He signed it, “All my
love, Chappie.”
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Everything that had been so clear to me before I opened his letter now seemed confused.
All my love? What about his mother? Chappie had not stood up to the Duchess of Detroit when I
needed him to. Would he stand up for me now? I doubted it. And what about those black silences
when I left the apartment a mess because I’d been too busy taking photographs?
But I was anxious to hear what he had to say, to untangle my feelings and find out how I
felt about him and how he felt about me. We had once been deeply in love. Maybe there was still
something we could salvage.
I wrote back and said, “Yes, come.”
I went to the depot to meet his train, but got there too early, and. I waited nervously. The
first sight of him stepping off the train, handsome as ever with the same brilliant smile, sent a jolt
of excitement through me, and I resisted the urge to run toward him and throw myself into his
arms. He set down his suitcase. Neither of us made a move to embrace. We stood there, as
awkward as a first date.
“You’ve cut your hair,” he said.
“Yes,” I said. “How was the trip?”
“Fine, fine. You look good, Peggy. Ithaca apparently agrees with you.”
“Thank you. Yes, I suppose it does.”
It was not far to the cheap hotel where I’d booked him a room. While we walked there, he
told me that his ancient Dodge had finally called it quits. Now we had something that was easy
to talk about: the auto’s last days, the bicycle he used to get to work, his plans to buy another
automobile. “I’m thinking of the Model T Ford, but Momma thinks I should wait until I’ve saved
up more money.”
There she was: Momma.
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“And what are you planning to do?” I asked, already guessing the answer.
Chappie shrugged. “She’s probably right. I promised to help her and Poppa before I buy
something for myself.”
I bit my lip and said nothing. The most important questions had now been answered.
Everything was as it had always been—that was the painful truth.
We went into tThe hotel lunchroom where we stopped for something to eat . This was not
a place where students usually came, but I recognized a girl from my journalism class at a nearby
table. I saw herShe looked at Chappie and raised her eyebrows, probably expecting me to
introduce him. Of course Sshe had no idea who he was—my husband—and I had no intention of
revealing that part of my life to anyone here. I smiled and waved.
After lunch wWe went for a long walk after lunch, and I showed him the falls and
pointed out the buildings I had photographed. I considered telling him about my trip to New
York, but didn’t. I thought about showing him my portfolio of architectural photographs, but
didn’t do that either. Chappie’s questions weren’t about my pictures—they were about my
science courses in herpetology. What were my plans? Had I had any job interviews? I shook my
head and didn’t mention the interview I could have had in New York or my conversation with
the architects.
At dinner that evening I asked about his work. He was involved in developing the kind of
steel that would be used in building streamlined trains, and he was excited about that.
His other news was that he’d gotten a cat.
We lingered over coffee. The other diners had left the restaurant; the waiters were
clearing everything away, making it plain that it was closing time. Chappie reached across the
table and took my hand. “Will you come up to my room with me, Peg?” he asked.
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“I’d rather not,” I said. “But we can go back to the lobby in my residence hall, if you’d
like to talk.”
“We’re still married,” he said. “I still love you. I believe we could work it out, if you’re
willing. I came here to ask you to come back to Cleveland. Let’s try again. Please.”
I looked into the dark eyes of the man I’d once loved and promised to love until death
parted us. But Chappie had hurt me deeply, less by what he had done than by what he had not
done. I saw no possibility of finding that love again.
“No,” I said. “I will be your friend, but I will not be your wife.”
He stayed in Ithaca only two days. There wasn't much else to talk about. I didn’t see him
off at the train, saying I had other commitments, which was the truth. I felt very little now for
Chappie, except regret. I was like an automobile with no reverse gear; I could only go forward,
even if I didn’t know where that was going to take me.

Visitors were flocking to campus for commencement exercises, and I planned to arranged
for the sale of those stacks of prints left over from the previous winter. I recruited a couple of
students to help me set up displays in the library and the dining halls; others made the rounds of
fraternities and sororities. Before commencement weekend was over, my entire stock was sold
out, and I had made a nice profit.
And I also had a plan. I would move back to Cleveland. I loved the idea of New York,
but I believed the city was so competitive, so hard a place in which to make a living, that I would
end up taking on too much monotonous work I didn’t want to do--pictures of babies, for
instance--, just to cover expensesin order to pay the rent. How would I ever grow as a
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photographer, if I was always scrambling just to survive? Maybe someday I could live therein
New York, but not yet.
I would move back to Cleveland. The first step was to write to Mr. Moskowitz and ask
him for the names of Cleveland architects who’d graduated from Cornell. I now saw
ClevelandThis was the city where I could launch my career as an architectural photographer.
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Chapter 18.7: Cleveland—1927

I packed up my diploma and my camera, caught the train from Ithaca to Buffalo, and
boarded the night boat across Lake Erie to Cleveland, spending the night in a berth. I was on the
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outlines of Cleveland emerging from the early morning mist. When I’d lived here three years
earlier before as Peggy Chapman, I’d explored the docks and railroads and foundries with the
idea of making a photographic portrait of the city. But my teaching, my college classes, and my
troubled marriage hadn’t left me the time or energy to follow through. Now I was ready for
anything.
My first stop, aAfter a fortifying cup of coffee to wake me up, was atI went to my
mother’s house. I found her preparing to rush off to work at the school for the blind. She seemed
happy to see me, but she went directly to the question looming most important in her mind.
“What about Chappie?”
“That’s over,” I said. “You were right. We were too young.” There was much more to it
than that, but it was still too painful to talk about. I wondered if I’d ever be able to tell her about
Mrs. Chapman’s cruel words or Chappie’s black moods.
She looked at me for a long moment and sighed. "I'm truly sorry, Margaret," she said. "I
so much wanted this to be the right thing for you. I'm sure you didn't choose the easy way." Then
she straightened up and said briskly,
“The little room is ready for you. ,” she said. “I don’t mind telling you, it will be nice to
have you home again. It’s been awfully lonely since your father died. And I know Roger will be
glad to have you around.”
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I didn’t have the heart to tell her then that I wanted to be on my own, and not having have
to answer to the inevitable questions and or offer explanations when my camera kept me out until
all hours.

Almost on cue, my sixteen-year-old brother stumbled into the kitchen, rumpled and
yawning. I had not seen much of Roger over the past few years, and he appeared to have changed
from a timid little boy into a great, hulking young male. “Hi, Peg.”
Mother frowned, her mood visibly making a right-angle turn from pleasure at seeing me
again to disapproval at this monosyllabic creature now denuding the icebox.
“Would you care for some breakfast, Margaret?” Mother asked, adding pointedly, “I
assume there’s a little something left. But you’ll have to fix it yourself. I must leave for work.”
As soon as Mother was out the door, Roger visibly relaxed. He dropped a blob of butter
into the frying pan. “Want some eggs? Scrambled or fried?”
“Over easy.”
Roger cracked two eggs into the sizzling butter. “You are so damn lucky, Peg,” he said.
Had he actually said damn? “You remember how she grilled me when I was a little kid? And I
had to tell her everything that happened? Even my dDreams, too! I used to make things up, just
to get her off my back. And it’s no better since Father died. Worse, in fact.” He flipped the eggs
expertly, turned them out onto a plate, and sat down across from me.
“I didn’t realize it was so hard for you,” I said. “Mother didn’t question me about my
dreams, but she was very demanding. ‘Always take the harder path,’ she told me. She wanted us
to be successful, and she knew it wasn’t going to be easy.”
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“I just wish she’d get married again,” Roger said, finishing one glass of milk and pouring
another.
“You say that, but you’d change your tune if she did. Marriage isn’t the cure for
anything. I promise you that.”
Roger looked at me closely. “You and Chappie are done for?”
My throat tightened, and I felt tears welling. My reaction caught me off guard. I’d
thought I was over Chappie. Maybe you never get over someone you’ve loved. “Yes,” I
whispered.
“Sorry,” Roger mumbled. “Shouldn’t have asked. None of my business.”
“Let’s talk about you. What are your plans?”
He grimaced. “Finish school and get the hell out of here.”
“Worthy goals,” I said. “Nothing beyond that?”
He shook his head. “Not yet,” he growled. He collected his books and headed out the
door.
“Thanks for breakfast,” I called after him, then carried my dishes to the sink and washed
them and my brother’s—better than I would have done when Chappie and I were together.
I unpacked a few things and planned my next moves. I was sure that I had the talent to
become a great photographer, like Alfred Stieglitz and Clarence White. But I had to earn a
living, and I’d made up my mind to do that as an architectural photographer. Mr. Moskowitz and
his colleagues had convinced me that I could. When I’d decided to move back to Cleveland, I’d
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in the eyes of some. More of a problem than my age—I could always fib about that—was my
gender. Few women were architects, few were photographers, and if any were architectural
photographers, I hadn't heard of them.
I knew that I had to sell myself before I could sell my photographs, and to do that, I had
to look as though I knew exactly what I was doing. I had to look as though I knew exactly what I
was doing. I was young, and that might equal “inexperience” in the eyes of some. More of a
problem than my age—I could always fib about that—was my gender. Few women were
architects, few were photographers, and if any were architectural photographers, I didn’t know
about them.
The first step was to haveFirst, I needed a professional-looking outfit. My college-girl
clothes would not do. I had received a generous graduation check from Tthe Mungers had sent a
generous graduation check, and. I used that giftit to go shopping. I invested in a smartly tailored
gray suit, plus two plain white blouses, one blue hat and matching gloves, one red hat and
matching gloves, and a pair of sturdy black pumps.
Every morning,Dressed in one of my outfits, I left my mother’s house in Cleveland
Heights the next day, rode the streetcar into the city, and hit the streets with my
portfoliophotographs. I went , going from one architect’s office to the next along Euclid Avenue,
Cleveland’s main boulevard and most prestigious address. The trick was to get talk my way past
the switchboard operator or the receptionist, flashing a bright smile and asking to see whoever
was next on Moskowitz’s list. Sometimes I met a minor associate , introduced myself, and
offered to show my portfolio. Sometimes I got an appointment to come back. More often I was
greeted with a flat “No thanks, we don’t need your services.” I did this day after day.
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When the offices closed for the lunch hour, I stopped for a cream cheese sandwich in a
diner or a hot dog from a cart on the street. At the end of the day, when I was exhausted and felt
feeling I could not smile and chat my way into one more office, I visited the shoeshine parlor on
lower Euclid, where a little old Italian shoemaker cleaned and polished my pumps and once a
week recapped the heels, worn down from all my pavement-pounding. While I waited, my
stocking feet on a sheet of newspaper, I made notes on file cards, one for each firm I’d called on.
I noted, with information about whom I’d met and what had been said, and added a note in a
corner of the card whether I’d worn the red hat and gloves or the blue ones. When my shoes were
mended and shined,Then I caught the streetcar back to my mother’s house, ate supper with
Mother and Roger, and indulged in a long, hot bath.
I did this day after day. Looking for work turned out to be very hard work. Weeks passed.
There were a few vague promises: “We can’t give you anything now, Miss White, but come back
and see us in a few weeksmonth or so and we might have something for you.” But no
assignments. It was hard not to get discouraged.
One rainy morning in September I slipped into the courthouse I passed nearly every day
and filed the papers for my divorce, writing the final chapter of my marriage. I’d been using my
maiden name for some time, and now I added a hyphen to my name: Margaret Bourke-White.
With a hyphenated named With Bourke as an integral part of my name, people were less likely to
call me “Margaret White,.” aAnd I thought it my hyphenated named sounded more professional.
I had promised myself that when I was paid for my first assignment, I would move out of
my mother’s house and into a place of my own when I was paid for my first assignment. I didn’t
yet have an assignment yet, but after I filed for a divorce, I felt a new sense of my independence.
I withdrew all of my savings and rented a minuscule apartment in a slightly seedy part of town
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between downtown, with its tall office buildings, and the Cuyahoga River. It was drably
furnished with a stained rug and a lumpy couch plus a few mismatched dishes. There was a sink
in the tiny kitchen where I could develop my films and a rust-stained bathtub where I could rinse
them. That was all I needed. I called it the Bourke-White Studio and ordered letterhead and
business cards printed up.
Finally I got my first commission.
A wealthy woman named Mrs. Willard Clapp contacted me; a landscape architect I’d
called on had suggested that I might be the person to photograph her rose garden. Her haughty
manner bore an unfortunate resemblance to Mrs. Everett Chapman’s. This wasn’t the kind of
commission I wanted, but I was in no position to turn it down. The light was perfect, the dewy
roses were at their peak, and the shoot went extraordinarily well. I rushed back to my apartment
to develop the film. I had taped black cloth over the two windows for a makeshift darkroom, but
light nevertheless leaked in while I was developing the film and fogged the negatives. I was sick,
but determined—there was still a chance to get it right.
When I rushed back to the garden the next morning, the sun shone brightly, but a
rainstorm had swept through during the night. Petals from the rosebushes littered the ground.
There was no way to recover from this mistake. It was like a repeat of the sorority pictures I'd
ruined in Indiana. Again I had failed miserably, and for the first time since I’d returned to
Cleveland, I sat down and cried.
I plugged pressed on, showing my portfolio and leaving my card, over and over. Then
one day, wearing my red gloves and red hat—I had worn blue the first time—I made a follow-up
visit to the offices of Cornell graduates Pitkin and Mott. They were young, only a few years
older than I was, and they had not been in business long. Mr. Mott sported an impressive
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mustache but was not yet successful enough to have gold cufflinks. On my first visit he’d told
me that Architecture magazine wanted to do a feature on a school they’d he and Mr. Pitkin had
designed, if they could provide good pictures of the finished building. The job had been assigned
to another photographer, but h. But now the story had changed.
“His pictures hadidn’t meet the standards of the magazine's photography editor
,” said Mr. Mott. “Perhaps you can do better,” said Mr. Mott..” “We'll pay you five
dollars a picture if your work is satisfactory.”
“I’m sure I can provide photographs that will show the building to the best advantage,” I
promised boldly.
“Very good.” The Mustache smiled. “We can pay you five dollars a picture if your work
is satisfactory.”
He gave me the address of the school, and I went to look it over. The challenge was
obvious. The building itself was handsome, but it sat amid a sea of mud, surrounded by piles of
leftover lumber, pipes, and roofing. Mountains of dirt had been dug out for the foundation, and
trash was strewn everywhere by workmen. I walked aroundstudied the building from every
angle, thinking what angleswhich might work best. Sunsets always yield a flattering light, so that
was when I would return with my camera.
The next few days were rainy or cloudy, and I could do nothing. When the weather
finally cleared, I discovered that the sun wasn’t setting where I thought it would and was
brilliantly illuminating the wrong side of the building. Sunrise would have to do. For the next
four days I arrived at the site before dawn, but the sun came up through a thick haze that didn’t
burn off quickly enough. Finally onOn the fifth morning, conditions were perfect, but now I saw
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a new problem: the rising sun illuminated not only the best angles of the school but all the trash
around it.
Off I raced hurried to find a flower shop, coaxed the proprietor to open early, and begged
him to sell me whatever flowers were cheapest that day. The best deal price was on asters, and I
splurged on as many as I could carry. I lugged them back to the schoolyard and stuck them in the
muddy ground in the foreground of the first shot I planned to make. Squatting in the mud, I
aimed my camera so that the flowers blotted out the ugly surroundings. Then I pulled up the
asters and transplanted them to the next location. If you believed the photographs, the handsome
schoolhouse existed in the midst of a lovely autumn garden. Fortunately I had worn an old dress
and sweater and a neglected pair of cotton stockings, because I was a mud-covered mess by the
time I’d finished.
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The next day I returned to the offices of Pitkin and Mott with a dozen fine photographs.
Mott’s mustache twitched with amusement and pleasure at the instant landscaping I’d created,
and they bought the whole dozen. “I know the magazine will accept these,” said Mott. “And
we’ll all benefit when they’re published,” Pitkin chimed in.
But publication was months away, and the sixty dollars I collected would be long
gonehave been spent by then. I had to keepcontinued to make making the rounds in search of
work that paid, leaving little time to tmake the kind of photographs that I loved.
One day as I was carrying my portfolio to call on yet another prospect, I passed through a
large open space at the end of Euclid Avenue known as Public Square. A Negro preacher stood
on a soapbox, delivering an impassioned sermon to a square that was deserted except for a flock
of pigeons that ignored him. Preacher and pigeons would have made a wonderful photograph, if
I’d had a camera. But my camera was back in my apartment.
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There was a camera store that I’d passed a camera store many times on my way to the
shoeshine parlor, and I rushed raced down the street to find it. The short, middle-aged man in
thick eyeglasses behind the counter goggled as I burst in, shouting, “I need a camera right away!
Do you have one I can borrow? Or rent? There’s a perfect photograph out there begging to be
taken!” I waved in the direction of the preacher and the pigeons.
The man behind the counter hauled a Graflex down from a shelf and handed it over
without stopping to ask for a deposit, my name, or any sort of identification. I rushed out with
the camera, heading for the hotdog cart to buy a bag of peanuts, and sprinted back to Public
Square.
The preacher was still there, still ranting, but now the pigeons had left. Several young
boys were hanging around a street corner, and for a few pennies apiece I hired them. “Go scatter
these nuts in front of the preacher,” I instructed. The boys stared at me, shrugged, and then did as
I told them. The pigeons flocked back, the preacher now had an audience, and I had the
photograph I wanted.
The story ended even better than I could have hoped: the man who had loaned me the
camera suggested I take show the picture of the preacher to the Cleveland chamber of commerce,
which paid ten dollars for it and put it on the cover of their monthly magazine.
My benefactor’s name was Alfred Bemis. He’d spent all his life around cameras and
darkrooms, and he became my teacher and mentor. I called him Beme.
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Chapter 198.: A New Style—1927

My photographic style was changing. When I took my first class with Clarence White, I
wanted to learn more about composition, how the elements in a picture were arranged, than how
to use a camera. Now I was beginning to movemoved away from the soft focus Mr.Clarence
White advocated. I was and discovereding the raw beauty in the swampy, gritty area of
Cleveland known as the Flats.
The Flats started began where the tall, dignified office buildings stoppedended. The
Cuyahoga River slashed the Flats in two. Bridges with trestles that resemblinged abstract
sculptures spanned it; railroad tracks chopped it crosswise. Great arches that would soon support
more railroad tracks reached across the sky and stitched the parts together. Tugboats nudged
barges down the river toward Lake Erie, locomotives hauled cars back and forth, and towering
smokestacks shot sparks toward the sky. There were mills and factories everywhere. With my
camera I could capture the clamor and confusion of a factory in a way that words could not.
On tThe day I borrowed the camera, Beme said when I returned it, “Let’s go have lunch.
You look as though you could use something to eat.” Between mouthfuls of ham on rye, I told
him how my love for factories and steel mills had started when I was a little girl and my father
took me to the foundry.
“I’ve never forgotten it,” I said. “I can still picture that fiery cascade of liquid metal and
the shower of sparks just as vividly as if it were yesterday. It has inspired what I want to do
now.”
“Yes,” he said. “I see that. But you have some mustard on your chin.”
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Beme did everything possible to teach me, everything imaginable to help me. “You
should have your own enlarger,” he said when he’d seen what I was using, and somehow he
found the parts to cobble one together for me. “You’ve got to have more than one camera,” he
said. “I know you love your Ica, but with all the pictures you want to take, you should have at
least two more. yYou don’t use the same camera for a portrait that you do for a landscape or the
close-up of a piece of machinery. You should have at least two more, and three or four would be
best." Three or four would be better.”
“Beme, you know I can’t afford that!”
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“Never mind. Eventually you will.”
Beme knew that I tended to worryworried about what other photographers were doing—
Edward Weston, who could make a woman’s knees look like a piece of sculpture; Alfred
Stieglitz and his clouds; Paul Strand’s geometric compositions. But Beme banished my anxiety
with one piece of advice I never forgot: “Go ahead, little girl. Never mind what anybody else is
doing. Shoot off your own cannon.”
He hovered over me like a worried nanny. “You’re too thin,” he dithered. “You’re not
eating right, I can see that. And you’ve got dark circles under your eyes. Do you ever get a
decent night’s sleep?” He knew the answer to both questions; I often neglected to eat, and I spent
too many nights developing photographs, the only times my apartment was truly a darkroom.,
developing photographs.
Beme introduced me to Earl Leiter, a photofinisher, someone who developed
photographic film and made prints from the negatives. Earl occupied the darkroom on the fifth
floor above the camera shop, and he possessed all the technical expertise that I was lacking. I had
an unerring eye for a great subject when I saw it, and my instinct for setting up the shot was
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excellent. But I made too many mistakes in the darkroom. Chappie once told me, “You have the
best eye, but I know how to get the best pictures out of the exposed film.” Earl was like that, too.
When I worried about my darkroom skills, Beme reassured me, “You can make a
technician, and there are a million of them out there, but you can’t make a photographer. I can
teach you some techniques, but the rest is up to you.”

I still rotated the red-hat-and-gloves set with the blue as accessories to my plain gray suit
and prim white blouse, but because I was calling on the same companies so often, I needed
another outfit. I used my mother’s sewing machine to make myself a purple dress and stitched up
a set of camera cloths to cover my head when I was focusing my camera on a tripod—a blue
cloth for the blue hat and gloves, a black one to go with the red, and purple to match my new
dress.
“I worry about you, Margaret,” my mother remarked as I pumped the treadle of the
sewing machine. “Are you earning enough to make ends meet?”
“Somehow it always works out,” I said above the chatter of the machine. “If I overdraw
my bank account by a few dollars in the morning, by the end of the day I always manage to sell a
couple of prints for enough to cover it. And the chamber of commerce just ordered several more
photographs, so I’m in good shape for a while.” I bit off a thread. “My goal is to sell enough
pictures to meet the cost of makingso I can make the kinds of pictures that fascinate me.”
She threw up her hands. “Living hand-to-mouth, that’s what it is! I just hope you’re
better at handling money than your father was.”
It was late fall in Ohio, and the clouds were spectacular, glowing as though they were lit
from within by thousands of candles. Every spare hour during the week and all day Sunday, I
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spent taking pictures in the Flats. Once, when I was alone at nightaround eleven o'clock at night,
I was accosted by two policemen.
“Whatcha think yer doin’ out here at this timehour, young lady?” demanded the younger,
taller cop.
“Why, I’m taking pictures!” I explained with a big smile. “Just look at how that bridge
gleams in the moonlight! Have you ever seen anything like it? And over there”—I pointed to
flame-colored smoke erupting from a tall stack—“won’t that be a great shot?”
“By golly, she’s right,” growled the older, paunchy cop. “But it’s dangerous for you to be
here at nightalone, miss. Some men might get the wrong idea and mistake you for a lady of the
evening. Let us tag along, to make sure you’re safe.”
I thanked them, and they stayed with me until I was done and promised to watch out for
me whenever they were assigned that beat.
Finally, I got a real break. I heard that the public relations officer for Union Trust Bank
was looking for a photograph to use on the cover of their monthly magazine. I showed him my
portfolio. and watched as heHe flipped through it, stopping at a photograph I’d done of the new
High Level Bridge, which soared above the Cuyahoga River. “This one,” he said. “Fifty dollars.”
It would have been unprofessional to jump up and down and clap my hands, so I simply
smiled nodded and said, “An excellent choice.”
Each month I went back to the bank and sold another picture—of bridges, trains,
smokestacks, factories, steel mills, the whole industrial landscape of the Flats. No one ever told
me what to photograph. They liked my work and gave me a free hand. Now I had an almost
guaranteed income of fifty dollars a month!
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I also earned money working for rich wealthy people, taking pictures of their beautiful
mansions and carefully tended gardens, manicured lawns, and shimmering reflecting pools. I
delivered the finished photographs in a handsome custom package that looked expensive, and I
charged high prices to make sure my clients appreciated the work they were getting.
But my fanatical dedication to my work left no time for a social life, and I had few
friends. My brother, Roger, busy with who knows what, was rarely around when I visited
Mother. Mostly I didn’t mind that. I was alone, except for Beme, who was like a doting uncle,
and brotherly Earl, and I was happier than I had ever been in my life. I bought an olda battered
old and beaten green Chevy, named it Patrick, and enjoyed a new kind of freedom. My twin
goals—to be a famous photographer and a rich one—felt were beginning to feel like real
possibilities, not just idle pipe dreams, and my drive to reach them kept me focused.

The year 1927 was an exciting time to be in Cleveland. A new skyscraper was going up
on Public Square—Terminal Tower, with fifty-two floors, designed to be one of the tallest
buildings in the world. Two mysterious brothers, the Van Sweringens, known around Cleveland
as “the Vans,” were financing the project. They had the power to buy up almost anything they
wanted, especially railroads, and the money to build whatever they chose. Rumors circulated that
they planned to have their private apartments at the very top, accessible by a secret elevator.
I photographed the Vans’ tower at all times of the day and night from a distance as it
reached for the skyclimbed higher. I longed to get closer to it, and one day I decided to simply
ignore the fences and barriers and KEEP OUT signs, skirted around them, and set up my camera.
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In less than a minute I heard a watchman shouting at me. I ignored pretended not to hear
him until his hand clamped down hard on my shoulder. “Just what in blazes do you think you’re
doing?” he roared.
“Just trying to take a picture, sir,” I said, smiling apologetically.
He ordered me away, telling me not to come back under any circumstances, and I had to
obey. I vowed that someday I would have my studio in Terminal Tower, but first I had to
establish my reputation, and that was taking longer than I wanted. Something big had to happen.
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Chapter 20.19: A New Direction—1927

My friends at the bankUnion Trust called to ask me to photograph a prize steer in the
bank lobby. No explanation of how it got there, or why.
I paid a call on my subject, a jet-black devil with fearsome horns, a fierce eye, and a
belligerent reaction to finding himself in a roped-off enclosure surrounded by stark white marble,
.and I learned that a A couple of schoolboys had raised the steer for a school project, and t. The
photographs would be used as part of the bank’s public relations program.
I ran to Beme for help. When I described the black subject and the glaring white
background, Beme figured out that I’d needI would have to use artificial light. I’d never used
flash powder. Beme promised to lend me what I needed and, in the interests of safety to myself
and anyone who happened to be in the lobby as well as the steer, he would also lend me Earl
Leiter.
The beast ’s temper had not improved, and he was snorting and stomping and tossing his
massive head when Earl showed up. Earl and I climbed gingerly over the ropes and began to set
up our equipment. A curious crowd gathered to watch, as though we were a pair of matadors at a
bullfight. The steer began to bellowed.
“Timing is everything,” Earl said. “I’ll set off the flash powder just as you trip the
shutter.”
I put my head under the blue camera cloth. The steer lowered his head, swished his tail,
and glared straight into my lens. I froze.
“What’s wrong?” Earl muttered.
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“I can’t remember how to do this,” I whimpered. “Beme told me exactly what to do, and
now I’ve forgotten everything he said.”
Earl’s hand reached surreptitiously beneath the camera cloth and fumbled for the shutter
release cable. “Focused?” he whispered somewhere to my left.
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“Focused,” I breathed from under the cloth.
Earl set off the charges of flash powder, simultaneously clicking the shutter. There was a
burst of light and a billow of smoke. A cloud of ashes rained down. The steer appeared stunned.
Earl and I grabbed our gear, climbed over the ropes, and raced back to Earl’s darkroom. A short
time later I returned with a proof of the photo to show to the bank officials. It was not my
greatest photograph, but it did portray a powerful beast pawing the ground and poised for a
charge.
The bankers were pleased. They wanted 485 copies by the next morning to distribute to
newspapers and schools. “Can you do that, Miss Bourke-White?”
“Certainly,” I said, wondering if I actually could do it, and rushed to tell Earl and Beme
the news.
“Four hundred and eighty-five glossy prints?” Beme groaned, slapping his forehead.
“You’re kidding, right? You couldn’t print that many in a week with that enlarger of yours, even
if you worked around the clock.”
“Maybe some commercial studio could do it,” I suggested, worried that I was about to
lose everything.
“Not a chance, kiddo. Not a chance.”
I blinked back tears. Beme grimaced. “Okay, okay, cheer up. We’ll give it our best shot.”
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After the camera shop closed for the day, with me behind Patrick’s wheel, Beme beside
me, and Earl wedged in the back seat, we drove to a steakhouse to fortify ourselves for a long
night. Then we climbed up to Earl’s fifth-floor darkroom and went to work. Around one o’clock,
with almost half the order left to go, we ran out of the ferrotype tins used to put a glossy finish on
photographs. Beme rounded up all the tins he had in stock.
“Never fear, kiddo,” Beme said, “I’ll wrap ’em all up just like new when we’re done, and
nobody will ever be the wiser.”
We finished sometime around dawn. I knew very well that I couldn’t have pulled this off
without Beme and Earl. I still had a lot to learn. Beme promised to have the prints delivered to
the bank. “Go home andget some sleep. You look like you’re about to pass out.”
I knew very well that I couldn’t have pulled this off without Beme and Earl. I had big
dreams, but I recognized that I still had a lot to learn.
Bleary-eyed, I took the long way home, driving past the steel mills just as .t The sun was
just coming up. On a high point overlooking the Otis Steel plant, I pulled over and watched a line
of slag cars filled with the waste left remaining after the metal had been separated from the ore.
One by one the cars dumped the red-hot slag in a brilliant cascade down the hillside.
The sight re-ignited my desire to get inside a steel mill; the question was how to
accomplish that. I’d tried several times, but each time I asked, I was told the same story about a
visiting schoolteacher who had keeled over in a dead faint from the heat and the fumes. It had
happened some twenty years earlier, but the story was repeated as though it was a biblical truth.
The message was that women were not welcome.
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I brought up the subject aA few days later, when Beme and I were eating goulash in a
restaurant near the camera shop, I asked,. “So how do I wrangle wangle my way into a mill?
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That fainting schoolteacher has made it impossible.”
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“It all comes down to who you know,” Beme said. “So, kiddo, who do you know who’s
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got connections?”
I made a list of everybody I’d done work for and thought of Mr. John Sherwin, the
president of the bank where I’d photographed the steer. Mrs. Sherwin had once hired me to
photograph their her garden. It turnedWhen I found out that Mr. Sherwin was on the board of
Otis Steel, .
I called for appointment. His secretary assured informed me several times that he was a
very busy man, but I persisted until he agreed to talk tosee me.
“Stunning photograph of the animal, my dear,” said the courtly Mr. Sherwin, “but I
cannot understand why a pretty young girl like you, who takes such lovely pictures of gardens
and flowers and the like, would want to be around rough-talking steel workers in a dirty, noisy
steel mill.” He sighed. “But if you’re determined to do this, I’ll send a letter to Mr. Kulas. He’s
the president of Otis Steel.”
I hurried to tell Bemetold Beme about my triumph, knowing. I knew he’d be as excited as
I was. But I had something else on my mind: I wanted to ask him for a loan. Beme had often told
me repeatedly, “If you need a few bucks to get you through, just say the word.”
I needed more than a few bucks. I needed fifty dollars. To look the part of a successful
professional when I walked into Mr. Kulas’s office, I wantedit would take more than just a hat
and matching gloves. I had my eye on a sheared beaver jacket I’d seen in a shop window. I
couldn’t afford it, but I got up my nerve and asked Beme if he would lend me the money.
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BemeHe looked at me incredulously. “You can barely pay your rent, and you want to buy
a fur coat?”
“It will be a good investment. You have to spend money to make money.”
Beme rolled his eyes. Then he pulled out a sheaf of bills and peeled off five tens. I bought
the jacket and wore it back to Beme’s the camera shop to model it.
“You do look swell, I’ll grant you that,” Beme acknowledged gruffly.
Mr. Sherwin kept his word, and a week later I had an appointment with the president of
Otis Steel. Confident in my furfurs, I marched into Mr. Kulas’s office with my portfolio. He
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occupied a massive leather chair behind a massive mahogany desk and asked me why on earth I
wanted to take pictures in a steel mill. He leafed idly through the portfolio of photographs I’d
brought to show him. “Why not stick to flower gardens, which you do so elegantly?”
“Because I see a different kind of beauty in a steel mill, sir,” I said.
I had to convince him that I was not trying to sell him anything. I wasn’t asking him to
buy my pictures. All I wanted was a chance to experiment with a subject that deeply interested
me.
“Very well,” he said at last, “I will notify the supervisor that you are to be admitted any
time you come to the mill with your camera. I’m leaving next week for an extended tour of
Europe. I hope to see you when I return.” He stood up—he was short, stocky, broad-chested,
imposing—and reached out to shake my hand. “My best wishes in your endeavors, Miss BourkeWhite.”
I plunged into my new project. Beme called it my “obsession.” He volunteered to go with
me that first night, and he looked me over disapprovingly. “What kind of a getup is that? A skirt
and high-heeled shoes? You look like you’re going to a cocktail party.”
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I made every mistake possible, not just the way I was dressedmy clothes. What I wanted
to do was beyond me technically. I didn’t realize how much I still had to learndid not know. . I
would have to learn on the fly. I had no ideaI had no idea how to deal with the sharp contrasts of
light and shadow. T, and the results were not just disappointing—they were terrible.
“Underexposed,” Beme pronounced when the film was developed. “There’s no actinic
value in the light given off by the molten metal.”
Actinic value? I didn’t know what he was talking about.
“The molten metal gives off a red glow, like the red light you use in the darkroom,” he
explained. “Red light doesn’t register on the negative. You might think it’s lighting up the whole
place, but it isn’t.”
Night after night I went back, sometimes alone, sometimes with Earl and Beme. It was a
continuing struggle, but it was the most exciting thing I’d ever done. We tried using floodlights
and setting off flash powder. We changed lenses and tried different angles, but nothing worked.
Tthe mill was too vast, too dark. Nothing worked.
At first we were had been welcomed into the mill. Then we were tolerated. But now we
were a nuisance. The men wanted to help. They’d drop everything to hold up a shield to keep me
from getting burned by the intense heat, and that cut into their production. My camera and I got
in the way. There were places I was absolutely forbidden to go, and I went there anyway,
determined to get the kind of artistic shots I could see in my mind’s eye, or die trying. And that’s
what everyone at the mill was afraid would happen—that I’d fall and break my bones or tumble
headfirst into a ladle of molten steel.
The night superintendent’s attitude ballooned from mild impatience to anger, until he’d
had enough. He claimed that I was interfering with the men’s regular work. They wanted to help,
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and they’d drop everything to hold up a shield to keep me from getting burned by the intense
heat. I was cutting into their production, he said. Looking out for me was not what they were
paid to do. If the boss found out, there would be trouble. He The superintendent threw me out.
Even Beme was discouraged. We had exhausted every possibility we could think of to
capture the magic of steel-making. It would take a miracle, Beme agreed.
And then a miracle actually did occur. A traveling salesman named Jackson stopped off
and visited Beme on his way to Hollywood, where he planned to sell a new type of magnesium
flare to the movie industry. Beme thought these big flares might provide the right kind of light
for my pictures and talked Jackson into coming to the mill with us one cold, snowy night. We
knew when the superintendent took his break, and we could sneak in and evade him long enough
to try out Jackson’s flares. He agreed to let us use two of them.
Two weren’t enough. We tried again, using four. Finally, with only one flare left, I
captured a trail of sparks that showed up brilliantly on the negative. Success!
I hugged Jackson.
But I’d celebrated too soon.
The negative was perfect, but the prints turned out gray and dull, the fault of the printing
paper. I chalked up aAnother failure.
And then a second miracle: a second traveling salesman appeared, this one named
Charlie, whose specialty was photographic paper. Over a steak dinner Charlie told us about a
new kind of paper that he thought was better suited to the kind of high-contrast dark-and-light
photographs I was taking. We left half our dinners uneaten unfinished and hurried backup to the
darkroom to try his paper. When tThe image appeared vividly on this new paper, and the results
were exactly what I’d been struggling to achieve., I let out a whoop of pure joy.
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I heard that Mr. Kulas was back from Europe. I chose a dozen prints from the many
pictures I’d taken inside the mill and mounted them on heavy white stock. I begged Beme to
drive to Otis Steel with me. Beme saw how nervous I was and squeezed my hand as I climbed
out of the car. “You’ll do just fine, kiddo. Nobody’s done anything like the pictures you’ve got in
that portfolio.”
I headed for the office building, my heels tap-tap-tapping on the wooden trestle across the
mill yard and, echoing the thudding of my heart. Mr. Kulas was in a meeting, and I had to endure
an endless wait until I was finally standing in front of his desk, clutching my portfolio to keep
my hands from shaking.
“Ah, my dear Miss Bourke-White! Here you are! Let me see what you’ve got.”
I watched as he lifted out each photograph print and laid it on his desk until all twelve
were lined up perfectly. He studied each one briefly, but his gaze lingered over the photograph of
white-hot molten slag overflowing from a ladle and reflecting on the shields that covered the
men’s faces.
“Amazing,” he said. “Absolutely amazing. I’m quite sure no pictures like these have ever
been taken before. I’m not even sure anyone has even tried.” I allowed myself to breathe. “Of
course I want to buy some. This is pioneering work. What is your price?”
I allowed myself to breathe. I had told Mr. Kulas the first time we met that I wasn’t trying
to sell him anything. All I’d asked for was the chance to take photographs. But I knew that
wealthy people—and Mr. Kulas was very rich—valued work only if they had to pay handsomely
for it. I replied carefully, “You may choose to buy as many or as few as you wish, but the price is
one hundred dollars a picture.”
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“Agreed,” he answered shortly and proceeded to pick eight. Then he commissioned me to
make another eight. “I believe that oOur stockholders would be delighted to see these
photographs. Corporate clients, too. Perhaps in a book—The Story of Steel, or some such.
Privately printed, expensively done, fine stock, nicely bound, everything first class. Eh, Miss
Bourke-White? What do you think?”
I was nearly speechless, still thinking of the eight hundred dollars I’d soon have in the
bank with another eight hundred coming. I wanted to throw my arms around this man, but of
coursenaturally I did no such thing. I thanked him formally, we shook hands formally, and I
smiled and nodded at the receptionist as I left the office with my head in the clouds. Then I let
out another joyous whoop and clattered across the wooden trestle to tell Beme the incredible
news.
“Ha!” said Beme. “I knew you’d pull it off, kiddo. This calls for champagne.”
We bought a bottle on the way to the camera shop and dashed up to the fifth floor to
Earl’s darkroom. Beme yanked out the cork, releasing a geyser of the fizzing golden liquid all
over the negatives Earl had hung up to drymy fur jacket.

Word got around quickly via the corporate grapevine of my stunning pictures of the steel
mill. Now everyone wanted my photographs. I got my own telephone line and no longer had to
rely on the stationery store on the ground floor of my apartment house to take messages.
Newspapers ordered my pictures for special features. Trade publications featured my
photographs on their covers. Home and garden magazines asked for pictures of estates. I was a
success, and I was confident that this was just the beginning.
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Terminal Tower was already a landmark in downtown Cleveland. The Vans hired me as
their official photographer with carte blanchepermission to go anywhere I chose, to show
highlight the sweep and grandeur of the great edifice but also to capture the intimate spaces. My
prices climbed even higher. They were paying me a small fortune for my work, but of course I
had to earn every penny of it.
I assembled a wardrobe of fashionable clothes, made to my design by a dressmaker. I
visited a hairdresser regularly to keep my hair stylishly trimmed, bangs artfully curved above one
eyebrow to flatter my eyes. My nails were manicured and lacquered in clear polish.
To complete my image, I knew I must have an elegant studio. My pathetic little
apartment with the bed that folded into the wall was obviously no place to meet clients. I needed
an elegant studio. had known from the beginning that I wanted to have my studio in Terminal
Tower. I showed up at the office of the agent in charge of renting suites in Terminal Tower and
told him that I wanted a studio at the top of the tower.
He smiled at my boldness. “Sorry, Miss Bourke-White,” he said, “the top floors belong to
the Van Sweringens. Nobody, but nobody, lives on a higher floor than the Vans. However, I do
have a place that I think would be just the thing for a lady of your accomplishments.”
He escorted me to a suite on the twelfth floor with great views. Not as high as I wanted,
but perfect, nevertheless. Now I had to negotiate a satisfactory rent. ; I was making money, but I
understood the nature of the business. One day a freelancer has more work than she can handle,
and a month or a week later she’s scratching for the next job and trying to come up with the cash
to buy film. I talked him down as much as I could, and then I sweetly demanded certain
concessions, like tiles and paint in my favorite colors.
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I ordered carpets, draperies that would set off my view of Public Square, a smoked glass
tea table, and a plush armchair upholstered in silk mohair. Clients would feel so comfortable in
that armchair that they wouldn’t be tempted to get up and walk away when I named my price for
a series of photographs.
When it was all finishedeverything was in place, I invited my mother and Roger to visit
my new home. Roger whistled approvingly when he saw it. But Mother shook her head. “It’s
nice to know that you’re doing well, Margaret, and that you’re successful and you can afford all
these . . . things. Even if you don’t need them. But will they make you truly happy?”
I had hoped she would seem a little more excited, pleased, proud. Maybe that was too
much to expect. “I don’t know if it will make me happy. Right now, it’s my work that makes me
happy. But I can tell you thatAnd if it hadn’t been for you, buying me that secondhand camera
when you couldn’t afford it, I wouldn’t be here, Mother. I wouldn’t have any of this. I can’t
thank you enough.”
“All right, then,” she said. “All right.”

When I wasn’t working putting in long hours on an assignment or spending whole nights
in the darkroom, I began entertaining a steady stream of admirers—artists, architects, writers,
businessmen—men I had met professionally who now wanted to date go out with me. I enjoyed
the company of men, and it was flattering to have so many men attracted to me. But I was not
interested in romance. I was not quite twenty-four years old, and I’d made up my mind not to get
fond of anyone until I was at least thirty. I wanted in the next half-dozen years to establish
myself in the next half-dozen years as an a groundbreaking artist doing something that had never

Commented [LR85]: Huh. This strikes a new tone toward
Mother—after all, the story starts with the line, “I blame
everything on my mother,” and up till now, Margaret has
never seemed very close with her mother. When did
Margaret come around to this new, grateful attitude toward
her mother?
CM: On p 53 Mother buys her the camera; change has been
gradual but steady all the way through story. But Mother is
still harrumphing.

154
been done, before I entered into the complicated business of love.before I allowed myself to fall
in love again.
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In May of 1928, Mr. Kulas’s favorite photograph of the enormous, overflowing ladle of
molten steel took first place at a show at the Cleveland Museum of Art. Articles were
writtenNewspaper articles and magazine stories thatpraised my work. I decided to throw a party
to celebrate.
Wearing a beaded silk dress cut to show off my bare shoulders, I chatted with my guests
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as a uniformed waiter passed flutes of champagne and silver platters of hors d’oeuvres. One of
my regular visitors arrived late. The maid, taking his hat, greeted him: “Good evening, Mr.
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Chapman.”
Chappie bent down and kissed my cheek. “Hello, Peg. You’re looking beautiful, as
always. Congratulations.”
Ironically, myMy former husband and I had run into each other by accident when I was
on assignment, and then we'd begun to meet occasionally for coffee. managed to become friends,
Nnow that we were no longer struggling with the burdens of marriage and his despicable mother,
we'd managed to become friends. It amused us that none of my other visitors ever suspected our
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relationship. No one in Cleveland had any idea we had once been husband and wife.
“To Margaret Bourke-White, the most accomplished photographer in Cleveland!” cried a
gentleman, raising his flute of champagne.
“The best anywhere!” shouted Chappie., and he caught my eye and winked.
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Chapter 210: New York, New York—1929

Photography was my whole life. For two years I explored Cleveland with my camera,
capturing images of all kinds of industrial subjects—railroads, docks, mines—and it was paying
off as my reputation grew. My work was in high demand. I charged high prices, and companies
had plenty of money to pay for them.
I wasn’t rich yet, but I was on my way.
Then, when i in May of 1929, I received a telegram from a man named Henry Luce, the
publisher of a news magazine called Time. He had seen my steel-mill photographs, and he
wanted to talk to me. “Request you come to New York soonest at our expense,” he wired.
At first I wasn’t much interested. I knew a little about Time, enough to notice that the
only photograph in the magazine was a stuffy portrait of a boring politician on the cover. I had
no desiredidn't want to leave the work I was doing, and. I didn’t bother to reply to the telegram.
Later I began to reconsider. Here was the offer of a trip to New York, and even if nothing
worked out with Mr. Luce and his magazine, I could call on architects around the city.
Photographing buildings was where my career had begun back in Ann Arbor, and my pictures of
Terminal Tower in Cleveland had helped to cement my success. New York architecture was sure
to be even more just as exciting—maybe even more so. I packed up a portfolio of recent work
and boarded a train to New York.
The Time offices were not unimpressive, but the two men I met there certainly were a
different story. Parker Lloyd-Smith was about my age, handsome as a Greek sculpture but better
dressed. Henry Luce was perhaps a half-dozen years older than me, strongly builtbroadshouldered, with a fast and furious manner of talking. Leaping from subject to subject, he
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peppered me with questions about my background, my personal life, and my professional goals. I
could hardly keep up with him.
Mr. Luce explained that he planned to launch a business magazine called Fortune, using
elegantly composed photographs showing what I called patterns of industry. He boasted there
was no other magazine like it.
“You know what President Coolidge said: ‘The business of America is business.’ It’s the
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right time to start a magazine like this, and you’re the right person to take pictures for us.”
The more he talked, , pausing occasionally for breathto breathe, the more I was intrigued
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by his ideas.
Parker Lloyd-Smith, who would serve asthe managing editor, spoke up. He was in his
early twenties, handsome as a Greek sculpture but better dressed. spoke up. “It is my intentI want
to show your steel mill pictures to potential advertisers as examples of the kind of quality we
plan to feature in the magazine. Will you agree to that, Miss Bourke-White?”
“Of course.”
“We want to hire you,” said Mr. Luce. “The question is, can you start right away?”
I stalled for time, deciding how to reply. The Bourke-White Studio in Terminal Tower
was very profitable. I hated to leave Cleveland, the business I had worked so hard to establish,
and my suite in Terminal Tower. More importantly, though, I didn’t want to be tied down by a
full-time job.
Luce and Lloyd-Smith were waiting for an answer.
There was a knock on the door. "Yes?" barked Mr. Luce. A and a girl poked her sleek
blond head into the office with a message. “Come on in, Ellie,” he said Mr. Luce. “I want you to
meet Miss Bourke-White.”
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“Hello, Peggy,” she said.
I looked at her sharply. The violet eyes seemed familiar, and she looked about my age.
“This is our art director, Miss Treacy,” Mr. Luce told me.
My jaw dropped. “Eleanor?”
Eleanor Treacy—crystal-chandelier girl, Madame Bol in the drama club play—extended
her pale hand and smiled.
“You two know each other?” asked Mr. Luce.
“We were in the same class in high school,” I explained.
“How nice that we may be working together, Peggy,” said Eleanor, scanning me from
head to toe. “I’m not sure I would have recognized you. You’ve become quite . . . chic.”
What a delicious moment that was!
“Well, what do you say?” Mr. Luce demanded impatiently when she’d gone. “Will you
come to work for us?”
I began replacing the photographs in my portfolio. “I need time to think about it, Mr.
Luce,” I said.
“Don’t take too long,” Mr. Luce growled, and I had the impression that he wasn’t used to
people who didn’t jump when he said the word.
A few days later, back home in Cleveland, I wrote to Mr. Luce proposing that I work for
him half time. I wanted a thousand dollars a month. It was a huge sum, and when two weeks
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passed with no reply, I thought I’d demanded too much. After a long delay, Parker Lloyd-Smith
responded, saying that my proposal had been approved. A month later, in July of 1929, I went to
work for Fortune and made the trip back to Cleveland between jobs.
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My first assignment was to photograph shoe manufacturing in Lynn, Massachusetts;
followed by glassmaking in Corning, New York; then orchid-raising in New Jersey, and on to
fisheries in Connecticut. Each time I was accompanied by a writer assigned to provide the text
for the pictures, and there was always an assistant helpful man along to haul my heavy
equipment for the “little lady..”
Sometimes the my helpful man assistant was Mr. Luce himself. Harry—Mr. Luce had
asked me to call by his first nickname—went with me to South Bend, Indiana, to work on an
enormous project: documenting an entire city, “The Unseen Half of South Bend,.” documenting
the entire city. He carried my cameras and once, when a ladle of molten metal spilled too near,
dashed in and rescued themsnatched the cameras from harm's way.
Since Fortune would not begin publication for another six months, and many people had
never even heard of Time, many people had never even heard of Time, which had been around
for a half-dozen years, we were not treated like celebrities. O and often we ended up joining a
line of workers at a pushcart to grab a sandwich and coffee for lunch. Sometimes I was regarded
as just another nuisance to be dealt with, not too different from my nights at Otis Steel., as I once
was at Otis Steel.
From then on, I was on the road constantly. When I wasn’t working for Mr. Luce, I took
pictures for advertisers, who paid more than the magazine did. In October of 1929, a bank in
Boston hired me to photograph the new lobby. I went to the bank on Thursday the twenty-fourth,
planning to work all night, when I wouldn’t be disturbed. But as I moved around the ornate
lobby, selecting details, experimenting with the best angles, people continually rushed past , back
and forthfor whatever reason, getting in my way. This went on throughout the night. Whoever
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these people were, they interruptinged shot after shot., and I was exasperated. I stopped one of
the clerks in mid-stride. “What’s going on?” I demanded.
“The bottom has dropped out of the stock market! Haven’t you been reading the papers?”
I hadn’t. I rarely read newspapers, except for headlines. I frankly had no interest in world
affairs or politics—all I was concerned with was my work. I just kept taking photographs. And I
had no idea that the Crash of ’29 triggered that night was a financial disaster that would lead to
the Great Depression and affect all of our lives. Especially mine. I just kept taking photographs.
* * * *
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The work itself wasassignments were never dull but they were anything but glamorous.,
and Tthe major feature Fortune assigned on the Chicago stockyards was an example. was
anything but glamorous.
It had been Parker Lloyd-Smith’s idea, but a lot of he lost some of his initial enthusiasm
evaporated when we arrived at the Swift and Company meatpacking plant. , where Ttwenty
thousand pigs were slaughtered there every single day.
Parker was in his fine clothes, carrying a notebook, and I had my mountains of cameras,
tripods, cables, and lights. Hundreds of hogs were strung up by their hind hooves on a conveyor
belt—Parker called it a “disassembly line.” Each porker hung like the next in an endless
repeating pattern, and patterns always attracted my eye. I made took photograph after
photograph, while Parker took scribbled notes.
We spent several days in the plant photographing. On our last day we discovered a
warehouse we hadn’t yet exploredexplored. When we opened the door and peered in, an awful
smell smacked us in the face. We stared at mountains of ochre-yellow dust. Parker reached for a
fine linen handkerchief to hold over his nose.
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“What is that?” Parker asked a worker.
“Pig dust.”
Parker raised an eyebrow. “Pig dust? Meaning . . . ?”
“Well, you know what they say,” drawled the worker, leaning on a shovel, “Swift uses
every part of the pig but the squeal. You’re looking at the scraps, the leftovers that can’t even be
made into sausage. It’s ground up fine and mixed with meal for livestock feed.”
“You mean, it’s fed to other animals?” Parker looked slightly queasy.
“Yeah. To other pigs.”
“Good lord!” He backed out fast. “I’ll wait in the car, Margaret,” he called over his
shoulder, and fled.
I set up my camera in the warehouse. The exposures had to be long, and I worked for
over an hour. Parker must have thought I’d been overcome by the stench. But I got my pictures,
the piles of yellow pig dust resembling sand dunes that glowed in the filtered light.
These photographs were chosen for the lead story in the first issue of the new
magazineFortune, and they helped to firmly establish my reputation. No one else took pictures
like mine. Photographers like Edward Weston used such simple objects as a pepper or a shell for
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his sensuous images. But I could find beauty even in something as disgusting as ground-up pig
leavings.

I loved being a trailblazer, not only in the field of photography but as a woman finding
success in a man’s world. I loved the attention, and I knew how to get even more of it. I began
dressing entirely in black—silk, linen, cashmere—with one stunning piece of jewelry. I acquired
a pair of elegant Afghan hounds and took them for walks in Public Square whenever I was in
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Cleveland, but I traveled so much that the dogs suffered from neglect, and I gave had to give
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them awayto a friend. Sometimes I carried a silver-headed walking stick, until I decided that it

Commented [LR107]: This seems a bit shocking for
someone who used to love animals so much.

got in my way. I enjoyed the way men went out of their way to be with me because it made them
feel important to be with seen with a glamorous and successful accomplished woman. That plain
old linsey-woolsey girl of high school days could now have practically any man she wanted.
But I didn’t want a man.
I was afraid that a man, like my walking stick, he might get in my way. Maybe he’d be
jealous of my work, object when an assignment kept me out all night or took me away for days
or weeks. He might believe my place was at home, caring for the children, caring for him. Maybe
he wouldn’t put up with me working with other men. I was twenty-five, and I decided that
sSomeday, when I was in my thirties, if the right man came along, then I might risk falling in
love again. Meanwhile each new assignment absorbed all my attention.

WIn the fall of 1929, when the stock market crashed in the fall of 1929,, the wealthy
people I worked for did not seem to be concerned. Mr. Walter Chrysler was one of those people.
I had beenAfter I was hired to photograph the Chrysler automobile assembly line in Detroit, and
my pictures had comecame to his attention. Mr. Chrysler was building a skyscraper in New
York, and he wanted its construction to be documented week by week.
SI was summoned to his New York office, where I assumed I would meet with an
underling, so I was surprised when Mr. Chrysler greeted me. A shaggy-browed man with a
genial smile, he had a reputation for a fearsome temper, he greeted me with a genial smile.
“Let me tell you something, Miss Bourke-White,” Mr. Chrysler said. “I intend for this to
be the tallest building in the country, maybe in the world. You’ve got that Terminal Tower in
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Cleveland, s. Seven hundred and seventy-one feet high. The Bank of Manhattan is nine hundred
twenty-seven feet high. And now the Empire State Building is going up—more competition. I
had the Chrysler Building designed to reach one thousand forty-six feet. I need photographs
taken at every stage to prove show that the steel tower erected on the top of my building is an
integral part of the structure, and not just a decoration stuck on to claim the title of ‘tallest.’ Will
you do it?”
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He pushed the architectural drawings across the conference table and leaned back,
watching me keenly. As soon as I looked at the drawings and, I knew instantly that I wanted to
do it. “Of course,” I said.
What a rough job I’d let myself in for! All through the winter months of 1929, and into
1930, I worked in temperatures that regularly dropped well below freezing. My fingers stiffened
and my eyes watered. I sometimes climbed a long, unfinished stairway eight hundred feet above
the ground and perched in a tower, eight hundred feet above the ground, that swayed in the
wind, several feet in one direction and then in another. It took three men to hold the tripod for
my camera. I was not afraid of heights, but at first the swaying unnerved me. One of the riveters
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taught me to remember how I felt walking along fence tops as a child. It worked. The, and I
found it experience was exhilarating.
Enormous stainless steel gargoyles in the shape of eagles' heads, glared down at the antlike sized pedestrians sixty-one floors below. I fell in love with the Chrysler Building, and I
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wanted an apartment near one of those gargoyles. It was time to give up my studio in Cleveland.
I was still making plenty of money, even as the Depression got worseworsened the lives of for
many people, and I could afford to make New York my baseit.
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When I submitted my application to the rental agent, he smiledwho said sympathetically,.
“Sorry, Miss Bourke-White, but private persons cannot live in office buildings. It’s a New York
City law.” Then he added, “The only person permitted to live in an office building is the janitor.”
“Is that so?” I thanked him and left, returning an hour later with a neatly typed
application for employment—as janitor of the Chrysler Building. I had exaggerated my
qualifications somewhat, but I could hire people who had the skills to maintain the building. It
wouldn’t be a problem. I knew I could pull it off.
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The rental agent glanced at my application. “You’re serious?”
“Of course I’m serious.” I tapped the paper on his desk. “You may check my references.”
At the top of the list was Mr. Walter Percy Chrysler, president of the Chrysler Corporation.
“I’m sorry to have to tell you, ma’am, but the position has already been filled.”
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Legally, I could not live there, but I knew how to get around the city law: make the
apartment a workplace, not a home. I rented space on the sixty-second floor, next to one of the
gorgeous gargoyles, and hired a designer to transform it into a studio, all graceful curves and
dramatic angles with an aquarium for tropical fish built into one wall.
Now I had to get enough big assignments to pay the rent on my fabulous—and fabulously
expensive—penthouse studio.
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Early in my life I had announced my ambition: to be rich and famous. I was now well on
my way. After the first edition of Fortune came out in February 1930, featuring my photographs
of the meatpacking plant, my name became well known by the richest and most powerful people
in the country. After that, every issue of Fortune featured at least one, and sometimes several,
Margaret Bourke-White photographs. Early in my life I had announced my ambition: to be rich
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and famous. I was now well on my way. Not often, but once in a while, I stopped and dared to
ask myself, Are you happy, Margaret? Goodness knows I had every reason to be—I was
achieving everything I’d dreamed of.
But I had to admit that I had few true friends. I confided in no one. I liked men, and a
great many male admirers were always pleased to be in my company. I hadThere was no time to
develop the kind of friendships with women I’d once had with Madge at Barnard and Camp
Agaming, or with Eleanor, Helen, and Middie in Ann Arbor, or the girlsTubby and Sara Jane
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back in high school, and I had almost no contact with my sister, Ruth, who was now in Chicago.
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And iIn fact I didn’t much like women. I thought they lived dull lives, and they were inevitably
jealous of me, my success, my exciting life.
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Sometimes I thought of the people I’d left behind in Cleveland. Beme, for instance, and
Earl, who had cheered me on. I often missed them.
My mother did not fail to let me know what she thought of the life I was leading. “I’m
proud of your accomplishments, Margaret,” she told me before I gave up my studio in Cleveland
and left permanently for New York. “But I worry about your values. I see that you’ve become
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self-indulgent. The clothes, the jewelry and expensive furniture, and those silly dogs. Such
personal display does not become you. And that automobile!”
I had replaced Patrick with an almost-new Nash roadster. “Mother, I need a car to haul
my equipment,” I explained.
I tried to dismiss her criticisms, but nevertheless, they stung.
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Chapter 221: From Russia to the Dust Bowl—1930

By the summer of 1930 I was spending half the year in the crazy world of advertising,
where I could make the most money, and the other half working for Fortune, where I found the
most satisfaction. After I’d finished wound up the Chrysler project, Harry wanted decided to
send me to Germany to photograph thethat country'sir thriving industry.ies. I had another idea: I
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wanted to go to Russia—the Soviet Union, as it was now called.
I was interested in Russia’s Five-Year Plan, begun launched two years earlier, and was
intended to turn an agricultural country into an industrialized nation able to compete with the
United States. Communist collectives replaced peasants’ farms, and factories with production
quotas sprang up all across the huge country. I wanted to be the first American to photograph the
changes. I wanted to see this for myself and do a photographic essay.
But foreigners weren’t welcome in Russia—especially foreigners with cameras. “You’ll
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never get in,” Harry said when I proposed the idea. “Foreigners aren’t welcome in Russia—
especially foreigners with cameras. Focus your energy and your cameras on Germany.”
There was nothing like a closed door to make me want to pry it open.
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I went toAt the Russian tourist bureau in New York and I asked if I’d need any special
visas to visit Russia. “Your photographs will be your passport,” said the Russian who behaved as
though he was the man in chargeofficial in charge who recognized my name and knew my work.
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“The Russians will love your pictures. The sweep! The grandeur! YourTheir style is so—so
Russian!” he added, without explaining what that meant. II took his response as an indicationto
mean that I’d have no problems getting permission.
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Harry gave in, and Parker Lloyd-Smith and I sailed to Germany on the S. S. Bremen and
went to work on our assignment to photograph factories. For almost six weeks, as we moved
from town to town photographing German factories, I waited anxiously for word that the
necessary paperwork had been approved and I had been granted permission to go on to Russia. I
could not bear to go home without the first pictures any American had taken in that rapidly
changing country. Weeks passed without any sign of my visa.
In the meantime I was running into problems in Germany. Not every factory would allow
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a woman inside to take photographs. One day, while I was setting up my cameras in a wheat
field to take a picture of a line of smokestacks on the horizon, the police swooped in and arrested
me. I was accused of being a spy. Even when the State Department in Washington wrote in my
defense, the police refused to release me. Frantic, but also inspired, I showed them my pictures
of those hogs in the Chicago stockyards. That convinced them I was not a spy and let me go.
Parker Lloyd-Smith left for New York, one of the last times I saw him before he died the
next year, and I worried that I would have to leave too. AI was relieved when the approvalfter
weeks of anxiety my visa came through, but now I faced another came through, but now I faced
a huge challenge. Russia had been in the grip of a famine since the farms were collectivized, and
food was scarce. “Be sure to take your own food,” I was warnedVeteran travelers. warned me to
take my own.
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I packed a trunk with cans of beans, meat, cheese, and whatever else I could think of and
caught a train to Moscow. I hired a young woman as an interpreter, and f. For weeks weI
traveled thousands of miles across the country by train, lliving on my cache of canned goods and
dealing with endless tangles of red tape.
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With every request to go somewhere, see someone, or photograph something, I was told,
“Come back the day after tomorrow, and it will be taken care of.” I learned that in Russia it was
always “the day after tomorrow.” I’d set up an appointment to photograph a factory and then
worry about how I'd get there. If my interpreter and I were lucky enough to find a taxi, it was
likely to break down. Or we took a droshky, a carriage drawn by an exhausted horse. Or we
crowded onto a streetcar and then did not have the proper fare. Once at my destination, I was
usually told that, arrive when I was expected, and discover that the proper paperwork had not
arrived, or the person in charge had the day off, or the manufacturing schedule now made
interruptions for photographs out of the question. “Come back the day after tomorrow.” Repeat
untilAnd I did, over and over, until I got my photographs successful.

Commented [CY130]: ?

When I did succeed, I took pictures of blast furnaces in operation and dams under
construction, and I met workers curious about America. They loved the conveyor belts and
assembly lines that made our country so productive. They were also curious about me. A group
of women assembling telegraph machines gathered around me at the end of their shift to admire
my pictures and ask questions through my interpreter.
“Ladies want to know if you have husband,” she reported.
I smiled and shook my head. “Nyet,” I said, one of athe few words of Russian I’d picked
up.
“Ladies want to know if you are in love.”
“Only with my camera,” I told them, laughing. Shaking their heads, they went back to
work, and so did I.
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By 1932, America was mired deep in the Great Depression. Millions of people were out
of work, destitute, and with no way to feed their families. But I was still making lots of money,
and I enjoyed spending it. I loved beautiful clothes, and the clothes I loved—suits from Paris, for
example—were expensive. But the more assignments I got, the more people I had to hire, and
the higher my expenses climbed. Suddenly, reality caught up with me. Many of my advertising
clients could not pay what they owed me, and as a result I owed backI fell behind on the rent on
my glamorous penthouse studio in the Chrysler Building. My charge accounts were being closed.
I'd been paying my brother's expenses since he started classes at Ohio State, fulfilling my
promise to the Mungers to help another student in need, but when he transferred to Roger was a
student at MIT, , and when I couldn’t keep up. I with his expenses, I had to turn to Uncle Lazar
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for help, and. I hated that.
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I was working as hard as ever to try to keep my head above water, but like many others
The truth is, I was soon broke, in debt to almost everybody, and like many others, I was broke
and becoming desperate. My charge accounts were being closed. I borrowed money from friends
and even from Mother, who was also in tight circumstances. I asked her to sell the roadster for
me in Cleveland where I'd left it. I needed more studio space and moved out of the Chrysler
Building penthouse to a cheaper studio on Fifth Avenue. Soon I fell in arrearsowed back rent
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againthere as well. , andWhen an official came around with an eviction notice,. I avoided him
until I could pay scrape together what I owed.
It wasn't just the Depression that brought hard times to the country. I landed some
challenging new assignments. DuringIn the summer of 1934, people were talking about the socalled Dust Bowl in the Great Plains of the Midwest. Farmers had plowed up the soil, destroying
the native grasses, a. A prolonged drought had allowed the topsoil to dry out, and now
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windstorms blew the loose soil in great, suffocating clouds. In New York we heard about it, but
nobody understood the extent of it. Ralph Ingersoll, who took over as Fortune’s managing editor

Commented [LR136]: Still Parker Lloyd-Smith?

after Parker's death, assigned me to fly to Omaha to document the growing catastrophe.
“You have three hours to pack, Margaret,” the editorRalph growled. “And I want the
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story in five days.”
The huge swath of devastation stretching from the Texas Panhandle to the Dakotas was
much larger than any of us back East had realizedever imagined, and five days gave me very
little time. I hired a beat-up plane and a beat-up barnstorming pilot to fly it. We covered the vast
expanse, jumping from one desolate spot to the next in blistering sun and relentless wind, flying
low over mile after mile of baked earth, dry riverbeds, withered corn, and blowing dust that
buried everything in its path. I had no time to speak to anyone, but I photographed it all. The
gaunt faces etched with despair told the wordless story and affected me deeply.
Thate experience changed the way I saw the world. When I'd first beguan taking pictures
of abstract industrial patterns, I sometimes included people to give a sense of scale. A The
photograph of a man working near a turbine illustrated its hugeness, but the man himself was of
no interest to me then. Now it was people who mattered most. I realized that I wanted to do
something completely different, something truly important. I wasn’t sure yet what that would be,
and it would take me a while to figure it out.
For the next two years, from 1934 to 1936, back in I found it hard to be back in New
York and the hard-edged world of advertising, I photographeding tires for Goodyear and
automobiles for Buick, two accounts that paid some of my bills., I did not want to do any more
elaborately staged photographs for magazine advertisers, even when they offered me a thousand
dollars a picture. I certainly needed the money. the two accounts that paid at least some of my
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bills. For a while I was grateful for them—until I remembered the first time I came to New York
to show my portfolio to Mr. Moskowitz. I was afraid then that I might have to take jobs I didn’t
want just to cover expenses, and I’d decided against New York and in favor of Cleveland. And
that was exactly what had happened—I was working to keep the bill collector at bay. I resolved
that from now ononce I had paid off the bill collectors, I would do only photographic work that
was truly important, that meant something. I didn’t have to go to Russia to find subjects that
meant something. They were right here, in America.I wasn’t sure what that would be.
Then something terribly sad happened to strengthen my resolve: my mother Then, in the
summer of 1936, two years after my transforming trip to the Dust Bowl, my life and my work
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were brought into sharp focus by a sad and painful event: my mother's death. Sixty-two and in
good health, she camehad come to New York to take a summer class at Columbia, and she was t.

“…heart attack. I realized then how central she had always
been to my life. But as I mourned, her death helped to
crystallize…”

With no warning, she had a heart attack and died. . Her death came as an awful shockAs I
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mourned, and I realized how central she had always been to my life, even though I had not
acknowledged it at the time. But as I mourned, my mother’s My mother's death helped to
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crystallize my goals.
I to do more than photograph features for Fortune, and I did not want to do any more
elaborately staged photographs for magazine advertisers, even when they offered me a thousand
dollars a picture. I certainly needed the money. But I could not forget the faces of the people and
the misery I'd witnessed living in the Dust Bowl. I vowed to do an importanta book about
ordinary Americans.
I believed that aAs a photographer I was second to no one, but I knew that I didn’t have
much experience a writer. I needed someone first-class with whom to collaborate. I didn’t know.
But what sort of writer that would be—a novelist or journalist? Someone famous, or some as-
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yet-unknown talent? He would have to be as serious about the project as I was, and as fully
committed to bringing a portrait of America to a wide audience. I felt sure I would recognize him
when I met him. It would be intuitive: I would meet a writer, and we would look at each other,
and we would both know.
And that is exactly what happened.
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Chapter 232: Skinny and Kit—1936

“You should read Erskine Caldwell’s book,” a literary agent named Maxim Lieber
advised me when we met at a party. “He wrote Tobacco Road as a novel about the South, and
he’s thinking about going back to Georgia with a photographer and doing something different.”
I had heard about Erskine Caldwell and Tobacco Road, describing the awful plight of
poor white sharecroppers in rural Georgia. The book, published four years earlier in 1932, still
had people talking, not just because of the sex and the immoral characters, but because many
readers insisted that his portrayal of the South and Southerners was not accurateall wrong. They
said it painted a distorted picture of the inhabitants and their wretched lives. The book had been
made into a Broadway show that was played for laughs and still drew big crowds., mainly
because it was played for laughs.
“I want to meet him,” I told Lieber.
I bought Tobacco Road the next day and read it straight through that night. The story of
Jeeter Lester and the often grotesque characters was raw and shocking. It took a strong stomach
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to read parts of the book, but the clear, unsentimental prose transported me to rural Georgia. The
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book had been banned in some places, and the New York Society for the Suppression of Vice, a
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self-appointed to supervise public moralitygroup, had tried unsuccessfully to have him arrested
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at a book signing. It took a strong stomach to read parts of the book, but the clear, masculine
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prose transported me to rural Georgia.
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“I want to meet him,” I told Maxim Lieber.
The next morning I called Lieber and asked if he’d mentioned me to Caldwell.
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“Yeah,” Lieber said, “I have. He’s willing to meet with you. I’m not supposed to tell you
this, it’s strictly between us, but Erskine isn’t crazy about your pictures.”
This didn’t bother me. “There are plenty of my pictures I don’t much care for either,” I
said. “But when you’re working in advertising, you often have to do things you don’t like. In
fact, tThat’s one of the reasons I want to do this book—because. I’m sick of the commercial
stuff. I want to do something that really matters.”
“There’s more, Margaret,” said the agent, “and you might as well hear it now, before
you’re in too deep. Erskine doesn’t like the idea of working with a woman.”
I laughed. “I’ve heard that one before from men who didn’t want me to go into their steel
mills or down into their mines. But they got over it. Mr. Caldwell will get over it, too.”
Caldwell had recently written a series of newspaper articles about Southern sharecroppers
, for which he’dand taken his own pictures. I looked them up. The pictures weren’t much good,
but t. The writing , though, was vivid and powerful. I had no intention of letting Mr. Caldwell’s
hesitance stop me from doing what I wanted to do. If he refused, I’d find another writer, but I
was confident he would not. I called Lieber again. “Has Mr. Caldwell made up his mind?”
“He has tentatively agreed, but he wants to meet you before he gives a firm yes.”
We met in Lieber’s office in February. I arrived early, and Lieber had just enough time to
tell me that his client had overcome some of his doubts about me. Erskine Caldwell was a large
man with blue eyes, reddish hair, freckles, a courtly manner, and a soft Southern accent. He
seemed shy. I knew that Southern men did not like to be approached head-on, so I took a ngentle,
indirect angle.
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“Mr. Caldwell, I admire your work tremendously,” I purred, “and I would consider it a
very great honor if you would consent to help me with a project that is so close to my heart.”
Honey dripped from my lips.
Erskine smilednodded soberly. “And I would be honored to work with such a talented
woman.”
Now we could talk seriously. With prodding from Lieber and me, we got settled a few
things settled. The trip would take usWe would drive throughout the Deep South. Erskine would
bring along his literary secretary, Sally, to take notes. He was involved in a few projects that he
needed to finish up first, and. wWe would leave in five months, on June eleventh.
The delay suited me well. I, too, had unfinished business with advertising clients. We
shook hands and went our separate ways.
Not long after that meeting with Erskine, I was greeted by exciting news: Harry Luce
greeted me with exciting news: he was preparing to launch another magazine, a weekly that
would feature photographs. He wanted me to play a leading role, although exactly what wasn’t
yet clear. Harry and the rest of the team were in the frantic process of putting together dummies
of the magazine to show to potential advertisers. They aimed to put out the first issue that fall.
The new magazine’s name was Life. I had one assignment locked up: documenting the
life cycle of the praying mantis. That took me back to my early interest in the natural world and
the children’s book I’d once worked on and then abandoned.
The five months since my first—and only—conversation with Erskine Caldwell had
flownflew by. We had agreed to begin our joint venture in on June eleventh, but now I had
several additional things to attend to and asked for a postponement. June came and went, and I
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needed to put offpostpone the trip once again. I assumed that Erskine’s life was as frenetichectic
as mine, and that a delay of a few days, even weeks, would not be a big issue.
I was wrong. I had no idea that my collaborator was a stickler for dates and deadlines.
When I couldn’t reach Erskine, I called Maxim Lieber.
“He’s already left for Georgia,” said Lieber.
I was in a panic. “Where is he?” I cried. “How can I reach him? This is too important! I
can’t just let this go!”
“He’s in Wrens, the little town where he grew up. He’s at his father’s home.”
I began to weep. “Maxim, please! Is there a phone? You’ve got to give me the number!”
Maxim sighed. “I promised never to give out this number.” Then he gave it to me.
Erskine answered the phone. Still in tears, I begged for just a little more time. The
previously soft-spoken Southern gentleman snapped, “Very well, Miss Bourke-White, the
project is hereby postponed—indefinitely!” And hung up on me.
I was stunned. Surely he couldn’t mean it! But his icy voice and abrupt words didn’t bode
well for the outcome. I could not bear to let that to happen. I would go to Wrens, Georgia,
wherever that was, and change his mind.
I always kept clothes and camera equipment packed so that I could leave on short notice,
but I had to be prepared to travel with Erskine for who knew how long.. Since I would be
working on my photo-essay for Lifon praying mantisese while I was away, and so I added two
large glass jars, each containing a twig with an egg case to my luggage of praying mantises.
They were due to hatch soon, and I had to be ready.
At midnight that night I was onboarded a plane for Georgia and arrived in Augusta at
sunrise. While the bellhop carried up my luggage, I went tosat in the hotela coffee shop and
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composed a letter to Erskine, emphasizing how serious I was about the project. I set off for the
post office. At eight o’clock the sun was already blazing, and my dress was soaked with
perspiration. The mail would not go out until late that afternoon, I was told, and would not be
delivered until Monday.
“How far is it to Wrens?” I asked.
The postmaster scratched his bald head. “’Bout six miles, I reckon.”
Sick with disappointment, I stepped out onto the sun-blasted sidewalk. A young lad was
rearranging the dust on the post office steps. I noticed a bicycle leaning against a tree.
“I’ll give pay you five dollars if you’ll take this to Wrens,” I said, giving him the letter.
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It must have seemed like a small fortune, and the boy leaped onto the bicycle and pedaled
away, stirring up clouds of dust.
I had done all I could, and now there was nothing to do but wait. And hope.
I went up to my room and took a cool bath and changed my clothes, went back
downstairs, and settled in a rocking chair on the broad porch of the hotel.
The hours dragged by. Not even the hint of a breeze stirred as the sun made its lazy arc
across the Georgia sky. I longed to find a shady side of the street and explore the city, but I did
not dare to leave my post except to revisit the coffee shop for lunch.
The afternoon passed, and I remained a prisoner, chained to my rocking chair. Around six
o’clock a big man in a rumpled jacketErskine climbed the steps to the porch. “Coffee?” he asked.
I followed Erskine him to the coffee shop—my third time that day—and took the stool
next to his at the counter. We ordered. Erskine studied his thumbs. Neither of us spoke. Two
cups of coffee arrived, and we drank them in silence. The waitress took away our empty cups.
Erskine paid.
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“Quite an argument we had, wasn’t it?” he asked, poker-faced.
“Um-hmm.” I kept a straight face, too.
“When will you be ready to leave?”
“I’m ready now.”
Erskine called for the bellhop to fetch the bags from my room. I was warning the boy to
be careful of the glass jars when a taxi pulled up in front of the hotel and a woman stepped out
and joined us. “This is Sally, my literary secretary,” Erskine said off-handedly. “She’ll be
invaluable.” Sally was thin and angular with sharp features. Her small, bright eyes swept over me
from head to toe. Erskine went off to help the bellhop load my bagsgage into his car.
When he reappeared, Sally climbed into the backseat, and we drove to Wrens. It turned
out to be thirty miles from Augusta, not a half-dozen. In Wrens, Erskine added his luggage to
mine, Sally smoked silently, and I made small talk with Erskine’s father, a retired preacher.
When we were ready, the secretary wedged herself into the crevice between mountains of
gear in the backseat. I asked to make one last check on the glass jars with the egg cases, and as I
did, the lid of the trunk came down on my head with a painful whack. Erskine laughed—
laughed!—and said he hoped something funny like that happened every day. I suppose he
thought he was being witty. I should have recognized then that this man would be a difficult
traveling companion.
Heading southwest from Augusta and following back roads, we drove for several hours
without anyone saying a word. Erskine reminded me of my father and the long silences that
sometimes infuriated my mother. Around Sometime after midnight we reached a small, nameless
town with a small, rundown building that passed itself off as a hotel and was, by some miracle,
still open. We booked three rooms with rusted plumbing and threadbare towels. A creaking
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ceiling fan stirred the humid air. Without bothering to undress, I lay down on top of the faded
pink chenille spread without bothering to undress and fell instantly asleep.
It seemed I had scarcely closed my eyes when I was awakened by a pounding on my
door. “Rise and shine! Up and at ’em! Time to hit the road!”
Erskine, it turned out, was an early riser, no matter how late he’d been up the night
before. Sally was already up and supervising the reloading of the car. I gulped some dry toast
and hot coffee with barely time to brush my teeth, and we were off. We followed dirt roads that
wandered through cotton country in which Erskine was completely at home and I felt as though I
had just been transported to some foreign worldland.
So it went for the next few days. Erskine and I got on each other’s nerves. We argued
almost constantly. We were too different. We were not compatible. He seemed to think he was in
charge of our project and would make the decisions for both of us. I, naturally, assumed that I
was in charge of the photography, period, and he would have nothing to say about how I set up
my pictures. As he talked to his subjects—a farmer and his wife, say—in the most off-hand way,
I lurked in the background with a small camera, trying not to be noticed. I took background shots
of crumbling barns, or the interiors of unpainted shacks with newspapers pasted on the walls to
keep out the winter cold. I captured small details, such as an abandoned plow. And, of course, I
photographed the people when they were least not expecting it.
By the fourth day, I had been reduced to tears as many times. I’d always had the habit of
weeping when I felt pushed to the wall, and Erskine was pushing and pushing. He believed I was
“turning on the waterworks,” as he put it, on purpose, as a way to manipulate him. This was not
true. I simply could not bear to have anyone trying to control me, and I reacted by bursting into
tears.
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On the fifth day we drove into Arkansas, and the project threatened to blow up. Erskine
came to my room to help me carry my equipment out to the car—he was always the chivalrous
Southern gentleman in such matters—but instead of picking up my tripod and camera cases, he
sat downperched on the windowsill and gazed at me for a long, uncomfortable moment.
“Margaret,” he said, “I need to have a talk with you.”
I was about to pack my toothbrush. “About what?”
“About what we’re doing. This is not going to work. I think we should forget the whole
thing. It’s been a mistake. You go your way, and I’ll go mine. No hard feelings.”
Still holding my toothbrush, I sank down on the bed. “Erskine, you don’t understand.
This book means everything to me. When I saw the Dust Bowl, I began to realize that people are
more than just figures in the background. My whole direction has changed. This book is the most
important work I’ve done in my life, and I can’t give it up!”
“You could go on and do it on your own. You don’t need me.”
“But I do! I do need you!” And there I was, weeping again, huddled on the edge of the
bed, my face buried in my hands. Erskine got up from the windowsill and moved toward me. I
reached up to him, tears pouring down my cheeks, and he pulled me into his arms and kissed me,
my eyes, my wet face, my lips.
Everything was different after those kisses. I had not realized how strongly I was drawn
to him, probably had been from the first time we met. A few weeks before we began the trip I
had observed my thirty-second birthday, two years past the deadline I’d set for falling in love.
Perhaps that’s what was now happening. My work was changing, opening me up, and apparently
so was my heart. I was wary, certain I did not want to be dominated or controlled. But oh, the
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powerful attraction I felt for Erskine! Now I acknowledged it, even though I knew he was
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married with a wife in Maine, and children too.
Sally undoubtedly sensed what was happening between us. We didn’t do anything to hide
it, and I had suspected from the first that Sally herself was in love with him. That night in the
wee hours she packed up and left our seedy hotel outside of Pine Bluff. We found the note the
next morning.
She couldn’t stand sitting in the backseat, stuck between all our gear, she wrote. She
couldn’t stand traveling with the two of us. Maybe one temperamental writer could be borne, or
one equally temperamental photographer, but both? Crowded into the same automobile in the
middle of a hot Arkansas summer? It was simply too much! She was going home to California.
From then on, it was just the two of us, Erskine and I.
I admired his relaxed, easy manner with the people we met. My accent marked me as a
Yankee and an outsider, and people in these parts, the poorest-of-the-poor sharecroppers, didn’t
trust “foreigners.” With Erskine’s soft Southern drawl, he sounded like one of them, and he knew
exactly how to talk to them and ask simple questions about their lives. They trusted him
completely from the start.
But I was different. My accent marked me as a Yankee and an outsider, and people in
these parts, the poorest-of-the-poor sharecroppers, didn’t trust “foreigners.” It was an effort for
me not to try to arrange everything and everyone. I set up shots to please my eye, rather than to
record things as they really were.
“Slow down a little,” he told me. “You’re coming on like the savage hordes out of the
NorthVandals and the Visigoths.”
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It took a while, but eventually, because of Erskine, people began to trust me and my
camera, too. I knew I was doing good work. We both were.
Erskine began calling me Kit. “You look like a kitten that’s just drunk a bowl of cream,”
he said, stroking my hair. “It suits you better than Peg or Maggie.”
I started calling him Skinny, because he wasn’t.
****
The two glass jars with the praying mantis egg cases now rode with me in the front seat
of Erskine’s Ford. The eggs might start to hatch at any time, whenever the temperature and
humidity were exactly right. We were bouncing down a dirt road past fields of cotton when I
checked the glass jars and saw the first nymphs wriggle out of an egg case. “Pull over, Skinny!” I
shoutedordered. “They’re hatching!”
Erskine stopped, and I quickly set up my equipment and placed the egg cases on a fence
rail. My camera and tripod always attracted an audience, and as I began taking pictures, a dozen
or so children appeared out of nowhere and surrounded me. We all watched, spellbound, as
hundreds of tiny nymphs poured out of the egg cases, clambering over each other on legs as thin
as threads.
“They look like little devil horses!” cried one enchanted little boy. Some of the “little
devil horses” began eating their brothers, a habit that bothered Erskine but didn’t trouble the
children.
The surviving nymphs went back into the jars, and for the next several days I recorded
each stage of their development from tiny nymph to full-grown mantis, shedding their
exoskeletons and forming new ones as they continued to grow, perhaps as many as ten times,
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until they reached adult size. It had been so long since I'd worked on my children's book about
insects that I’d almost forgotten how much I enjoyed photographing the natural world.
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At the end of August Erskine and I were back in New York. We’d accomplished what
we’d set out to do, but there was still more to be done. We talked about returning to the South—
we just weren’t sure when. I’d finished my photo-essay on the life cycle of the praying mantis
for Life, and I’d signed an exclusive contract to work for the new magazine.
That fall Harry Luce handed me an assignment, to appear in the first issue: photographing
the Fort Peck Dam under construction along the Missouri River in Montana.
“They’re claiming the dam will be the largest of its kind,” said Harry Luce. “I hear it’s a
monster. President Roosevelt’s idea for giving jobs to upwards of a thousand jobless men.” He
looked up at me from beneath his bushy eyebrows. “Keep your eye open for something that
might make a great cover. And while you’re there, take a look at the shantytowns that seem to be
springing up everywhere. You have two weeks.”
I packed my equipment and prepared to leave as I’d done many times before. But this
time was different: Erskine and I had fallen deeply in love, and going away was harder than I’d
expected. It was quite a new sensation for me, and he made no secret of how much it bothered
him when I said goodbye to him in New York and headed out alone for Montana.
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Chapter 243: Roosevelt’s Dam and a Flood—1936

My destination was the brand-new town of New Deal, named for the Ppresident’s
ambitious program to help the country recover from the Depression. I found rented a tiny spare
room in a schoolteacher’s trailer and went to work.
The dam was made of compacted earth pumped up from the river bottom. It was an
almost impossibly enormous engineering project. I set up my camera to photograph the dam it
with two workmen in the foreground, looking no bigger than antsmy thumb, to suggest the dam’s
mammoth size. This was the kind of work I’d done many times before, so different from the
book I was working on with Erskine, but still exciting.
The dam was made of compacted earth pumped up from the river bottom. In the early
mornings when the light was good I photographed the earthworks of the dam and the equipment
that was creating it in the early mornings when the light was good. In the afternoons, when the
light was too flat to take pictures, I rode explored on horseback to explore the area that would
become a water-filled reservoir when the dam was completed. But in my off-hours I wandered
through the ramshackle town, stopping in at the Bar X and the Buck Horn Club where men and
women alike of New Deal passed their evenings. I’d learned from Erskine how to talk to people,
earning their trust, before I shot pictures.
Some of the men didn’t much like having a camera pointed at them and let me know it.
“Whoa there, little lady, how ’bout you just put that camera away, there’s a good girl.”
The taxi dancers, girls who were paid to dance with the fellows who asked them, didn’t
like it either.
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“I don’t want my mum to see my picture and know what I’m doing,” one girl told me,
turning away to hide her face. “She thinks I’m a secretary.”
“But you’re not doing anything wrong,” I said. “A dance is just a dance.”
“Don’t try to tell her that. She’d think I was no better than one of them ladies of the
evening.”
If someone objected, I put away my camera, but if no one did, I kept shooting.
I received a wire from Wilson Hicks, Life’s picture editor back in New York. He wanted
to include a section to be called “Life Goes to a Party.” The deadline for the first issue was
approaching. Did I have anything they might use? I wired back that I had just what they might be
looking for, and along with photographs of the dam I shipped off pictures of New Deal night
life—the drinkers, the taxi dancers, even the waitress’s little daughter perched on the bar at the
saloon. Hicks may have been surprised by the photographs I sent, so different from anything else
I’d done, but he used them for the first “Party” feature.
My photograph of the dam was chosen to be the cover of the inaugural issue of Life. It hit
the newsstands on November 26 and sold out within hours. The printers could not keep up with
the orders.

in January of 1937, two months after Life’s first issue, the Ohio River was inundating
Louisville, Kentucky, in one of the most damaging floods in American history. My editor
dispatched me to cover it. I had an hour to get ready.
Erskine was dismayed. “You’re leaving again, Kit? When will you be back?”
“When I’ve finished shooting,” I said over my shoulder. I was busy making sure I had
enough film, enough bulbs, enough toothpaste.
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“I wish you weren’t going,” he said, hovering nearby. “I miss you when you’re not here.”
“I miss you, too, Skinny, but this is what I do. You know that.” We had been a couple for
months by then, and he still seemed distressed when I went away—which was often. I finished
packing and snapped my bag shut. “A taxi’s waiting to take me to the airport. I’ll call you as
soon as I can.”
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Erskine helped carry down my gear, the cabbie loaded it into the trunk, and I jumped into
the backseat. Erskine leaned in. “Don’t I even deserve a kiss?”
“Of course, darling,” I said. I admit it was not much of a kiss. “I’ve got a plane to catch.”
As the driver pulled away from the curb, I glanced back and saw Erskine standing
forlornly on the sidewalk, hands plunged into his pockets. I felt uneasy, leaving him like that,
and I was about to order the cab to turn back, so I could kiss him properly. But then the cab
turned the corner, and I was already thinking about my new assignment.

I loved working for Life. I loved Skinny. There were problems.
One fact could not be changed: Erskine was married but separated from his wife. At first
we tried to keep our love affair a secret, but soon everyone guessed. I had given up the Fifth
Avenue studio when I could not afford it any longer and moved into an apartment on East FortySecond Street, Erskine kept a room at the Mayfair Hotel on West Forty-Ninth, but we were
together constantly—unless I was away on an assignment. And that created tension. I loved him,
but I valued my work every bit as much as I valued him.
Erskine was not used to being with a truly independent woman, and it rattled him. I felt
that he wanted to tie me down. When he brought up the subject of marriage, I always put him
off. I didn’t want to marry him—I didn’t want to marry, period—because I knew deep in my
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bones that marriage didn’t suit me. I had a different kind of life, a life built around my work, and
that was how I wanted it.
Besides, he was already married. His wife and children lived in Maine. “Darling, you
already have a wife,” I reminded him. “You’re married to Helen, remember? So there’s no point
in even discussing it.”
“Of course we can discuss it! And we ought to! I’ll get a divorce, and then it will all be
settled.”
I didn’t believe marriage would settle anything. Still, he kept bringing up the subject, and
I kept refusing to discuss it. And that’s where it was when I left for Kentucky.

Commented [CY165]: Not sure why mention this after the
fact…

In January of 1937, two months after Life’s first issue, the Ohio River was inundating
Louisville, Kentucky, in one of the most damaging floods in American history. My editor
dispatched me to cover it. I had an hour to get ready.
Erskine was dismayed. “You’re leaving again, Kit? When will you be back?”
“When I’ve finished shooting,” I said over my shoulder. I was busy making sure I had
enough film, enough bulbs, enough toothpaste. I was already thinking about my new assignment.
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“I wish you weren’t going,” he said, hovering nearby. “I miss you when you’re not here.”
We had been together as a couple for months by then, and he still seemed distressed when I went
away.
“I miss you, too, Skinny, but this is what I do. You know that.” I finished packing and
snapped my bag shut. “The taxi’s waiting. I’ll call you as soon as I can.”
Erskine helped carry down my gear, the cabbie loaded it into the trunk, and I jumped into
the backseat. Erskine leaned in. “Don’t I even deserve a kiss?”
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“Of course, darling,” I said. I admit it was not much of a kiss. “I’ve got a plane to catch.”
As the driver pulled away from the curb, I glanced back and saw Erskine standing
forlornly on the sidewalk, hands plunged into his pockets. I felt uneasy, leaving him like that,
and I was about to order the cab to turn back, so I could kiss him properly. But then the cab
turned the corner, and I was headed for the airport, away from Skinny and bound for Kentucky.

I was on the last plane to land at the Louisville airport before it was submerged along
with most of the city. But how would I get into town with my camera and equipment when
everything was surrounded by floodwaters?
Then I spotted a rowboat and stuck out my thumb.
“Where are you going, miss?” shouted one of the rowers.
“Downtown to the newspaper office.”
“We’re not going that far, but we’ll take you as far as we can.”
I scrambled into the boat next to supplies of food and water they were taking to a
neighborhood that was marooned. Along the way the rowers stopped to rescue people clinging
desperately to tree branches or perched on floating bits of furniture, but I was afraid to unpack
my cameras for fear the boat would be swamped, and I’d lose themI missed some excellent
picture possibilities. When a good-sized raft came along, the rowers flagged it down. Struggling
to keep my gear from getting soaked, I clambered from the rowboat onto the raft and. I managed
to take pictures of floodwaters surging through the streets. until I reachedAt the offices of the
Courier-Journal. eExhausted reporters who had descended on Louisville to document the
disaster were sleeping on desks or on the floor, and I crept aroundamong them, snapping pictures
of them, too.
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As the floodwaters began to recede, I grabbed my camera and went out on the streets. I
found a relief center where clothing and supplies were being distributeddoled out. Dozens of
Negroes waited in line with empty sacks and buckets in front of a gigantic billboard proclaiming
WORLD’S HIGHEST STANDARD OF LIVING. A smiling white family in a shiny new car—
father, mother, two children, and a pooch—grinned beneath the slogan, There’s no way like the
American Way.
My shot of the weary Negroes with dazed expressions captured the bitter irony of that
slogan. It was featured in the lead story in the next issue of Life.

When I returned from Louisville, all was forgiven, and Erskine and I went back to work
on the book we had started the summer before. By the time we made a second trip south later
that spring to finish the job, we had hit on a way to work together: I took pictures without his
interference, Erskine wrote text without mine, and we wrote the captions for the pictures
together. We’d lay eight photographs on the floor and study them, then we’d each write a caption
and. lLater we’d compare the two. Sometimes we combined the results, or used my idea and
Erskine’s words, or the other way around. We made a good team.
We had not discussed talked about a title until the day we delivered the manuscript and
photographs to the editor. While we waited to see him, Erskine said, “The title is You Have Seen
Their Faces. What do you think, Kit? Do you like it?”
I thought it captured exactly what we’d been working so hard to say. I took his face in my
two hands and kissed him on the mouth, not giving a fig what the steely-faced receptionist might
think. “It’s perfect,” I said, and kissed him again.
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I also believed it was the most important work I’d ever done, and I was ready for the
challenge of another book. I was also ready for the next exciting assignment from Life. It came in
July, when I was dispatched to cover several stories in the Arctic. I was thrilled. What an
adventure! Erskine, of course, was not pleased at all.
“How long will you be gone this time, Kit?” he asked peevishly.
“As long as it takes, darling,” I promised, “and not a day longer.”
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Chapter 254: The Arctic—1937

Lord Tweedsmuir, a native Scot recently appointed governor general of Canada, had set
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himself the goal of touring the width and breadth of the huge and diverse country for which he
was now responsible. His Excellency was believed to be traveling aboard an old steamer
somewhere in the vast Canadian tundra, heading north. My editors at Life decided this had the
makings of “a cracking good story”—if I could find him.
I spent a day or two in Edmonton, the capital of the province of Alberta, making the
rounds of bars and cafes and asking questions until I found a bush pilot who’d heard of the new
governor general’s tour. I hired him, and he loaded me and my equipment, which included a
suitcase with the chrysalises of a dozen butterflies, into a small pontoon plane. I was still
working on my what had become a long-term project of photographing the metamorphoses of
various insects, and I’d brought them with me.
We took off in search of His Excellency’s boat, the Distributor. “It’s probably on the
Athabasca River headed toward the Northwest Territories, loaded with supplies for trappers.
That’s my guess,” the pilot shouted above the noisy engine.
For nearly three hours we followed the course of the river, skimming above the tundra,
around jutting mountain ranges, and over shimmering lakes, until we sighted the steamer. The
pilot swooped in low and dropped down beside it. My cameras and I were hoisted aboard, the
pilot flew off, and the Distributor continued to churn steadily upstream, hour after hour, with
periodic stops at tiny villages and hamlets along the way.
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At each stop Lord Tweedsmuir stepped off the boat briefly and delivered his greetings,
exactly the same each time, in a nearly impenetrable Scottish brogue that left his subjects glassyeyed.
I took photographs of the scenery as the Distributor wended its way through the tundra,
but at this point there wasn’t much to do. The days passed pleasantly, but I felt uneasy. I’d heard
nothing from Erskine since I left New York, no replies to the cables I sent almost daily. I was
worried.
The Distributor left Alberta, entering the Northwest Territories, and docked at Fort
Smith. Lord Tweedsmuir prepared to deliver his usual speech to a group of Eskimos.s. A radio

said and handed me a telegram addressed to HONEYCHILE, ARCTIC CIRCLE, CANADA.
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“We thought this sounded like you,” he added, grinning.

Eskimos (pl) was the term used then, and MBW used.
Consider "Negro" then and African‐American now.

operator came aboard and greeted me. “I’ll bet you’re the young lady I’ve been looking for,” he

The message was brief: COME HOME AND MARRY ME. SIGNED SKINNY.
Almost any girl might have been thrilled to receive such a message from a lover, but I
had not changed my mind on the subject of marriage. Erskine had was movinged out of his hotel
room and into an apartment next to mine. In New York we went everywhere together. Everyone
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expected us to marry. Now here I was, thousands of miles away, feeling an intense rush of
longing for my darling Skinny, but still not wanting to say yes.
The steamer left the Athabasca River and followed the Mackenzie, dropping off goods
and a dwindling number of passengers at each stop. After several days we arrived at Fort
Norman. Two more cables were waiting for me—one from Life, the other from Erskine.
I opened Life’s cable first: REQUEST YOU CHARTER PLANE AND SHOOT ARCTIC
OCEAN IN SUMMER. There was no question that I would accept the assignment.
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The cable from Erskine begged me to take the next plane home and marry him. I
understood that he would not be satisfied until I was completely his. My feelings were mixed,
constantly changing. Erskine and his pleas felt far away, part of another life. I put the cable with
the others. I had work to do, the Arctic Ocean to explore.
The Distributor left the Mackenzie and turned east, up Great Bear River. I kept my eye
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on the butterfly chrysalises that I’d nurtured from eggs to caterpillars. The cooler temperatures
had slowed down the metamorphosis, but I knew that any day, at any hour, my beauties would be
ready to emerge. If I missed that event, I’d have to start all over the following year.
Anticipating this, I found the captain shortly after I came aboard. With my most
persuasive smile, I said, “Captain, I have an enormous favor to ask of you.”
“What is it?” he asked gruffly.
“I’m in the midst of an important scientific project involving the life cycle of mourning
cloak butterflies, and I wonder if you could possibly stop the engines when my butterflies begin
to emerge, so that I can photograph them without the vibrations spoiling the focus.” I offered
another ingratiating smile.
The captain gazed at me in astonishment. “Miss Bourke-White, I’ve been working these
rivers for thirty years, I’ve never stopped a boat even if a man fell overboard, and now you want
me to stop it for a damned butterfly?”
“Yes, please, captain.”
He nodded briefly and walked away. I hoped that meant he’d agreed.
Now I taped the ten chrysalises to the rail of the deck, set up my equipment, and settled
into a deckchair down to wait. Hours passed. Darkness never fell, because this was summer in
the farthest North. Although it didn’t feel like summer, tThe sun did not set but skimmed above
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the horizon and glowed dimly for perhaps fifteena few minutes before soaring brightly overhead
again.
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For the next few days I dozed in my deckchair, never actually sleeping. Fascinated
Ppassengers brought me food from the dining room. Lord Tweedsmuir passed by my post
periodically, greeting me warmly and addressing me as Maggie, and loaned me books to help
pass the time.
On a bright Sunday morning in the middle of glittering Great Bear Lake at the edge of the
Arctic Circle, I detected a tentativethe first wiggle and sent a message to the captain. The engines
went still. My biggest camera with the long bellows was focused. The engines went still. The
chrysalises began to split. His Excellency came to watch and to offer help if I needed it. Within
twenty minutes, wWhile I took picture after picture, ten butterflies had emerged, grandly
unfolding their beautiful purple-black wings with broad yellow borders. The captain grumbled,
the engines started up again, my fellow passengers cheered and offered congratulations, and I
had a magnificent set of photographs.
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Before the steamer’s final destination lay a thousand miles and a dozen more trading
posts. The sight of a handful of decrepit wooden buildings and the sound of howling sled dogs
greeted us at each stop. There was also at least one cable addressed to “Honeychile,” delivered
by a smirking radio operator who had probably shared the contents with everyone in the village
before it reached my hands.
We arrived at Port Brabant, a tiny hamlet spread out on a flat spit of land surrounded by

Commented [LR177]: Checked

the waters of Mackenzie Bay. His tour complete, Lord Tweedsmuir flew off to Ontario, and I
released the four surviving butterflies , andto continue their flight, perhaps to the North Pole. In
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Port Brabant I searched for a plane and a pilot willing to fly take me out over the Arctic Ocean.
The only planes flying this far north belonged to the Royal Canadian Mail and took onaccepted
private passengers only when it didn’t interfere with delivering the mail to these isolated
outposts.
By good luck I met two other adventurous travelers: Archibald Lang Fleming, a bishop of
the Church of England, and Dr. Thomas Wood, an English composer and travel writer. Known
as Archibald the Arctic, the bishop was making his semiannual tour of the remotest churches in
his diocese, and “Doc” was working on a book about Canada. The three of us negotiated with a
handsome bush pilot, Art Rankin, to take us where we wanted to go in an ancient flying machine
he’d named Nyla. Art rounded up a bewhiskered copilot named Billy, and the deal was done.
While the pilots made their preparations, I went sightseeing around Port Brabant. In the
Hudson’s Bay store I met a lonely trapper who told me sadly that I reminded him of his ex-wife.
, who had taken one look at this godforsaken village and fled back to Minnesota. He had ordered
a fur parka as a wedding gift for his bride, but she had taken one look at this godforsaken village
and not didn't stayed long enough to claim it before she fled back to Minnesota.. The Eskimo
woman who had made the parka lived in the village of Coppermine, and if by chance I happened
to visit Coppermine, the trapper said, the parka would be mine. The unhappy trapperHe scrawled
a note to present at the trading post, authorizing me to claim it.
An hour later the bishop, the composer, the pilot, the copilot, and I were on our way—
first stop, Coppermine, to deliver a sack of mail. On the ground again, Art and I made for the
trading post that doubled as the post office. Art handed over the sack of mail, and I produced the
trapper’s letter.
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Sewn from caribou fur, trimmed with white reindeer fur, and fringed with wolverine, the
parka was one of the most elegant garments I’d ever owned. Archibald the Arctic used my
camera to take my photograph.
We left Coppermine. Art had removed one of the doors of the plane and tied a rope
around my waist so I wouldn’t fall out as I leaned outout to take pictures. The scene below was
perfect: dark water and floating ice bathed in a warm golden light. Then the picture suddenly
vanished, and we were enveloped in featureless white.
Fog.
It was like being suspended inside a cloud between darkness and light. Every landmark
disappeared, and. It was it was impossible even to tell up from down. Every landmark had
disappeared. The pilot had to descend quickly. He swooped low and climbed high, searching for
a break in the blankness. No one spoke.
AThen, a small hole appeared in the white nothingness. Through it I glimpsed open sea, a
narrow inlet, and a slender crescent of rock.
“That’s it!” shouted Art above the roar of the motor. “We’re going in!”
The old plane settled gently onto the water, and Art jumped out with a rope and
scrambled onto the rocky shore to secure tie it upit. The rest of us followed gingerly, leaping
from the pontoons to the shore without falling into the frigid waters.
“Now,” announced Archibald the Arctic, “we shall have tea.”
The bishop unpacked a tin pot from a smallhis valise and set off over the rocks to gather
sticks, practically nonexistent in the Arctic, until he found enough to make a small fire. We had
tea.
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Meanwhile, Art tried to radio for help. He knew where we were: one of the Lewes
Islands, some three hundred miles from any sort of human habitation. Every hour on the hour,
the radio operator back in Coppermine tried to reach us: “Art Rankin on Nyla, please respond.
Visibility remains zero. Art Rankin, please respond.”
We could hear him, but he could not hear us. Nyla’s signal was not strong enough to
reach Coppermine.
“How long do these fogs hang around?” I asked.
“Sometimes for weeks,” Art said matter-of-factly, and I was sorry I’d asked.
We took stock of our resources: enough rations to sustain life for one man for twenty
days. There were five of us.
Then Billy, the copilot, found a fresh-water spring. “A blessing,” said the bishop.
It had felt strange to pack a ski suit when I was leaving New York in July. Now I was
glad I had it, and my new fur parka, too. Archibald the Arctic proved to be an entertaining
storyteller. Doc made up songs and taught them to us, and we sang. We built cairns and pelted
them with pebbles. Art was a deadeye shot. I took pictures in the odd, disorienting light. Then we
slept a little and tried not to think about the fog.
The radio operator in Coppermine reported continuing zero visibility, and on one
broadcast added that he had a cable for somebody named Honeychile: WHEN ARE YOU
COMING HOME? SIGNED SKINNY.
“Tell him to come up here,” muttered Billy, who by then knew my story. “We’ve got a
bishop to marry you and two witnesses besides.”
Suddenly the fog thinned and lifted slightly. Art hustled us into the plane. We were
scarcely airborne when the fog vanished as quickly as it had come and gave way to lashing rain.
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For two hours Nyla fought her way through the storm. It was like being underwater. We were all
quiet, for we knew the gas gauge must be falling, and night was falling, and if a miracle didn’t
occur soon, we too would be falling, falling . . .
But a miracle did occur. Art sighted a few dots on the tundra that might be a settlement.
He circled, dropped, and landed on a river. We piled out onto another rocky shore, grateful
beyond words—except Archibald the Arctic, who had a number of words appropriate for the
occasion, to which we all added “Amen!”
The settlement was deserted, except for a sole Eskimo who explained in his language that
everyone had gone to fish camp and would be back in a few weeks with enough fish to feed the
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village through the winter. Billy translated for us: We were guests of the village, the Eskimo
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said, and we were to help ourselves to whatever we needed.
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Ravenous, we dined on a cache of canned meat and beans. We discovered a dusty old
Victrola and a few records, only slightly warped, and we cranked it up and danced. I had four
willing partners. Far more important, though, was a supply of gasoline left behind by whalers. It
was enough to get the intrepid Nyla into the air again.
We flew to Aklavik, not far from Port Brabant, where we’d begun our adventure. I caught
a flight to Yellowknife, cabled Erskine that I was on my way home, and got a good night’s sleep,
my first in a real bed in a month.
The next morning in the Chicago airport I was looking for my flight to New York. A
cacophony of urgent messages and muffled announcements blared over the loudspeaker, and I
ignored them until one in particular, repeated for the third time, finally registered: “Paging Child
Bride, please stop at the ticket counter for a message.”
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Child Bride? I could guess who that might be. I identified myself—“I’m Child Bride,” I
said, feeling slightly ridiculous—and opened the telegram:
WELCOME, WELCOME, WELCOME, WELCOME.
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Chapter 265: Promises—1938
Erskine was glad to have me back home, I was glad to be there, and for a while
everything went smoothly, as long as I didn’t travel on assignment. Then, early in the new year,
Erskine received word notice that his wife, Helen, had finally filed for divorce, and he began
again to pressure me to marry him. The more tightly he tried to hold on to me, the more I
struggled to hold on to my freedom. And when I did struggle, he fell into a dark depressions or
exploded with rage. I tried to leave him, but he would not give up. He couldn’t bear to be without
me! He wouldn’t let me go!
And so I stayed.
For now, I told myself. I’ll stay for now.

The editors at Life had been so pleased by the pictures I’d brought from my month in the
Arctic that they ran two stories in the same issue—eight pages about Lord Tweedsmuir and his
tour through the Northwest Territories, and another three pages on Archibald the Arctic. It was
the first time Life had printed two separate stories by the same photographer in one issue.
I was ready for my next big assignment, and I got it: Europe. Newspaper headlines in the
winter of 1938 showed it had become clearer that Europe was on the brink of war. German
troops had entered Austria, and Hitler was threatening to invade Czechoslovakia and wipe it off
the map. In Spain, Life wanted a story in Spain, where Francisco Franco’s fascists had taken
control of Barcelona.
Life's editors wanted me to travel to Europe to cover these stories, and I was eager to go.
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, and on Czechoslovakia, which Hitler had threatened to wipe off the map. The timing
was right. Erskine and I had already begun to talk about doing another book together. With his
talent for coming up with a title even before the book was written, he suggestedHe had a title for
it: North of the Danube. I organized my trip around the ideaproject and made all the plans.
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Erskine and IWe sailed for Europe at the end of March.
We made our way through cities and villages and farmland, meeting with countless
people and listening to their stories as we had in the American South, taking photographs and
sending them back to Life. I was recording history as it was happening.
B, but at every step I always had to keep one eye on Erskine. Without warning and for no
reason I could see, he would sink into a black mood that seemed to drag everyone else down. His
erratic behavior put off , even the generous people who helped us, and that hindered . Erskine’s
erratic behavior hindered my own work. I had counted on the easy way I'd had with my subjects
as we'd traveled through the South for our first book. Now Erskine's unpredictable mood changes
distracted me. I could not give my complete attention to the people I was photographing, and it
showed in their faces.
After nearly five months in Europe we sailed for home. When the Aquitania docked in
New York harbor at the end of August, reporters and photographers swarmed the decks. We
were a celebrity couple, Erskine for his writing and I for my photographs, and we were peppered
with questions—not sensible questions about what we had witnessed in Europe, but pointless
ones. “Miss Bourke-White! When are you going to marry Erskine Mr. Caldwell?”
“I’m not going to get married, no matter how much it might please the press corps,” I
snapped. “I like being single.”
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My sarcastic response to the reporters didn’t faze Erskine. His divorce from Helen had
become final while we were away. He continued his campaign with gifts and flowers and singing
telegrams, still begging me to marry him, still trying to wear me down.
And I kept saying no.
We decided to get out of the city for the summer and rented a cottage in Connecticut.
Erskine's writing went so well there that we bought a house together and called it "Horseplay
Hill." Our new neighbors assumed we were married, and we never told them differently.
But still I said no.
For All those years , when I was striving to make a name for myself, I had sworn that I
would not marry. But I had achieved my goal. Thanks to Life magazine, my photographs and I
were famous. For six more months I wrestled with the question: Why not marry? I was thirtyfour, I truly loved Erskine; , and maybe I needed him as much as he needed me. It had become
almost too much trouble not to be married.
OAnd so on Sunday night, February 26, 1939, I stopped agonizing. I said yes.
Having come to that momentous decision, neither of us was willing to wait even another
one more day. Very early the next morning we were at the airport, ready to fly on the first plane
to Nevada, where we could get a marriage license without the usual three-day delay. Erskine
brought champagne to drink on the flight, but I had something more important in mind.
“I want to draw up a contract listing certain conditions of our marriage,” I told Erskine as
we flew west. “We can drink champagne later.”
My bridegroom seemed surprised about drawing up a legal contract, but I insisted. “We
need to be absolutely clear about some importantcertain things.”
“Such as?”
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I ticked them off on my fingers. One, that if a disagreement came up, we would discuss it
and solve the problem before bedtime. Two, that he would treat my friends as well as he did his
own. Three, that he would try to control his moods.
Four, and this was the most important: that he would not try to interfere with my
photographic workassignments.
I wrote it, and without even looking at it, Erskine signed it.
The pilot announced that we were stopping for fuel in Reno. “Shall we get married here?”
Erskine asked, and I said, “Skinny, nobody gets married in Reno! This is where people get
divorced!”
We borrowed a map from the pilot and looked for a town within a hundred miles that
sounded more appealing. Silver City had a nice name. When the plane landed in Reno, we
hurried to the courthouse to get our license and hailed a taxicab to drive us to Silver City. The
driver pointed out that Silver City was a ghost town. We’d have to take a minister with us, and
another witness as well.
“Where will we find a minister?” Erskine asked the cabbie.
“Carson City,” said the helpful cabbie. “It’s the state capital. We’ll find somebody there.”
And we did. Or rather, the cab driver did—a member of the state legislature, who
happened to be sitting in the lobby of a hotel near the capitalcapitol. The lawmaker, authorized to
perform a marriage ceremony, was delighted to be of assistance and climbed into the cab taxi
with us. It was late afternoon when we drove pulled into Silver City, with not a soul in sight. The
fact that it seemed completely deserted made it as charming as a stage set, and we knew
immediately it was the right place. There was no time to lose in finding a church, because
Erskine was determined that the knot would be tied before sundown.
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We did find a lovely old church, but when Erskine tried the weathered wooden door, it
was locked. The cab driver was undaunted. He would find a key! The legislator pointed out a
tobacco shop with a faded OPEN sign in the window. I rushed hurried inside. “Do you happen to
know how we can get into the church?” I asked the owner, whose face was as weathered as the
church door. “It’s terribly important!”
The tobacconist, her gray hair falling out of loose bun, miraculously produced a key to
the church from her apron pocket, and she volunteered to serve as our second witness. Five of us
packed into the taxi, and back to the church we roared. The tobacconist turned the iron key in the
rusty lock, and the door creaked open. A delicate blanket of dust lay over the wooden pews. Late
afternoon sun filtered through unwashed windows and sparrows flitted among the rafters. We
stood in front of the bare altar, Erskine pulled a wedding ring out of his pocket, that he must
have been carrying around for weeks, the legislator recited whatever parts of the ceremony he
knew by heart, and our witnesses nodded and smiled as though they were our closest relatives.
For a little while aAfter the ceremony the others went outside to wait. Erskine and I stood
alone, holding hands, gazing out over the stark landscape of mesas and bluffs and desert,
standing like unfinished sculptures in the fading light. I For a moment I allowed myself to recall
a wedding day fifteen years earlier, when Jo Moore had loaned me a dress, baked a cake,
gathered flowers from her garden, and loaned us her gold band, and Chappie’s mother moaned
and sobbed. I blinked away the memory, squeezed my new husband’s hand, and whispered, “I
love you, Skinny.” My throat tightened with a sudden rush of tenderness for the gentle man by
my side who had waited so long for this moment.
Our grinning cabbie dropped the tobacconist off at her shop in Silver City and drove the
state representative to his hotel in Carson City, where we decided to spend the night. The next
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morning we hired a private plane to fly us on to San Francisco, and that afternoon we sailed on
the S.S. Lurline for a honeymoon in Hawaii.
Once again I was somebody's wife, and if I had any misgivings, I ignored them.
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Chapter 276: Europe at War—1939

Our first months together as husband and wife were all I could have reasonably wished
for. Our book, North of the Danube, was praised when it was published tocame out, good
reviews, although but I knew it wasn’t nearly as good as You Have Seen Their Faces. For my
sake Erskine struggled to tame his unpredictable moods. I refrained fromdidn't take taking on
assignments that involved being away from home for long stretches. My intentions were good,
but there was too much happening in the world for me to ignore it. I simply could not sit at home
with the situation in Europe worsening by the day. I had to be in the midst of the action. My
reputation depended on it, no matter what Erskine said, or didn’t say.
Late in the fall of 1939, I left for London. The goodbyes were harder than ever. Erskine’s
cables addressed to “Child Bride” found me there, and when I moved on to Rumania in
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December, even those he dispatched to “Honeychile” somehow reached found their destination. I
missed our first wedding anniversary at the end of February, and Iinn March 1940, I was
inreached Syria by way of Turkey; from there I intended to go on to Italy. I sent a constant
stream of cables, assuring my husband of my love, my adoration. IBut it didn’t help. He begged
me to come home. He said that he could not deal with the loneliness, and I wasn't sure I could
deal with his needing me so much.

Meanwhile, things were not working out with Life the way I wantedthey had in the past
and the way I thought I deservedwanted. Where were the credit lines for my photographs? Life's
new policy of publishing photographs anonymously angered me. More photographers were being
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hired. Why were some of my pictures being set aside to make room for theirs? Where was the
fame I deserved? My relationship with Harry Luce had cooled, and I began to have doubts about
whether I wanted to stay with Life.
I was offered a job with aA daily newspaper called PM that would be launched soon, and
I was offered a job. It promised to be more inventive, more daring, more progressive than any
other newspaper out there—and it sounded exciting and more interesting than Life. It would be a
new challenge, a new adventure, and I wanted to be part of the “new.” The pay was not as good,
but it would mean less travel and a wider audience, and Erskine and I could work together on
stories.
I made the decision to resign from Life and cabled . Harry Luce from Syria. He was not
pleased that. I was planning to leave his magazine for an arch rival. In fact, he was furious. But
he did nothing to change the situation that drove me to another publication and. He sent me a
telegramcabled back: GOOD LUCK. HENRY LUCE.
After only a few months, PM flopped. Nothing had worked out as intended. I went back
to Life. Harry didn’t turn me away, but neither did he give me a warm welcome me back as a
prodigal daughter. But tThere was no time to lick my wounds. I had to get to work.
Germany was preparing to invade Russia, and Life’s picture editor, Wilson Hicks, wanted
to send meme to be to Russiathere to document what was about towhen the invasion began.
happen. Germany was preparing to invade Russia. I had established my credentials on my trip
ten years earlierI, knew how things operated thereworked in Russia, and I'd would have no
trouble getting permission to photograph. Erskine and I cwould travel together. Erskine was
considered one of America’s most important writers, and his stories and novels were well known
in Russia.
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Because the German army had overrun Europe in 1940, we couldn’t simply take an ocean
liner across the Atlantic to Cherbourg or Southampton and continue board a train from there to
Moscow. Instead, we would fly west from California to China and work our way into Russia,
ultimately to Moscow.
I spent a month figuring out what equipment I’d need. When Erskine and I took off from
Los Angeles in March 1941 on a flight to Hong Kong, we had with 617 pounds of luggage. All
but seventeen pounds were mine. Erskine knew how to travel light. From Hong Kong we flew to
Chungking, and then across the Gobi Desert. From a sand-swept little Asian town on the border,
we made the last leg of the journey into Russia. It took us a full thirty-one days, most of that time
spent trying to cut through red tape, finding planes that were capable of flying, waiting out
sandstorms, or simply waiting.
On June 22, a month after our arrival, while we were traveling in the Ukraine, we heard
the news: German troops had invaded. We jumped onto a train headed for Moscow.
The Russian military had forbidden the use of cameras, and anyone seen with a
cameraone could be arrested and sent to prison. The order cancelled out my official permission
to take pictures. I had to find a way around ithat, and I had to get to the center of the action and
be allowedfigure out a way to stay there.
We spent our first nights in a hotel with a balcony overlooking Red Square and the
Kremlin, turreted government buildings, and churches with colorful onion-shaped domes. If we
had been tourists, this would have been a prime view of Moscow. Now I had a prime view of
bombs falling on the city. The American ambassador came to call on us and triedtry to persuade
us to leave; there were two seats on the train to Vladivostok.
“For your own safety, Mrs. Caldwell,” he said.
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We turned them down. I told him, “We were sent here to do a job, and we’re going to do
it.” Then I added, “And the name is Margaret Bourke-White.”
Another edict wasThe military issued another order: when the sirens began screaming,
everyone had to take shelter in the subways. Wardens searched our hotel, room by room, to make
sure everyone was out. At firstThe first time, Erskine and I obeyed the order, spending the night
in a huge underground subway station with thousands of Muscovites.
“Listen, Skinny,” I told my husbandhim when we were allowed to leave the next
morning, “this is no way to cover a war we traveled thousands of miles to witness. I’m not doing
this again.”
Dodging military patrols, I sneaked over to the American embassy, where the Russians
had no authority to order us anywhere, and climbed out on the roof. German bombers droned
overhead. The view was spectacular, but it offered no protection. as German bombers droned
overhead. I hunkered down near an airshaft and watched the Luftwaffe planes roar over with
their payloads. By aA kind of sixth sense I realizedtold me that a bomb was about to fall nearby.
I dived through an open window and flung myself down on the floor as far from the window as I
could, protecting my camera with my body. The blast came, shattering all the windows. Glass
fragments fell on me like rain. When the roar of engines had faded, I crept down the sweeping
staircase, broken glass crunching under my feet, and took pictures of the wreckage and wired
them to Life. These were the first photographs of the war bombing of Moscow to be published in
the United States.
Our hotel suite was furnished with a grand piano, a marble bust of Napoleon, and a
magnificent white bearskin rug. The sitting room became my workshop. I filled the bathtub with
developing trays and hung wet negatives on cords strung among the overhead pipes, hoping a
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siren wouldn’t go off and interrupt a process that must not, under any circumstances, be
interrupted. When a siren did sound and an air-raid warden burst in to make sure we weren’t
breaking the rules and hiding there, I rolled under the bed and Erskine draped the bearskin over
his head and shoulders and crouched ducked behind the sofa. Did the warden not notice the
glassy-eyed polar bear, or did he choose not to? Eventually he left us alone.
Crouching low to avoid being spotted by soldiers stationed in Red Square below, I set up
cameras on the balcony, two facing in opposite directions to take in the sky and two more on the
windowsill. A fifth camera was stored in the basement of the embassy, in case the others were
destroyed. As the Germans bombed Moscow for twenty-two nights, I took photographs,
developed and printed them, got them past the censors, and sent them to my editor in the U.S.

My biggest challenge was to photograph Josef Stalin. Every time I’d asked permission, I
was turned down. Then President Roosevelt’s personal envoy arrived in Moscow. I had met him
once before, and he remembered me. I dogged his steps, begging him to intervene, until he
agreed to do what he could.
“All right, Margaret,” the envoy reported at last. “You’ve got permission.”
I’d heard that Russians like red, and I dug out from my luggage a red bow to wear in my
hair. On the day of my appointment with Stalin I paced outside his office for two hours before I
was finally admitted. The much-feared dictator turned out to be short, pockmarked, and
unimposing—the opposite of what I expected. But nothing I did could make that stone face
register any expression. Then, when I crouched to make some low shots, a handful of little
flashbulbs spilled out of my pocket, and I went down on my hands and knees to gather them up.
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This appeared to amuse Stalin. A hint of a smile appeared beneath his brushy mustache and
lasted just long enough for me to snap the shutter twice before it vanished. I had what I wanted.
The German Luftwaffe was about to launch another air raid, the sirens were already going
off, and I couldn’t risk having the wardens burst into my hotel bathroom while I was developing
these precious pictures. I had my driver take me to the embassy instead. It was deserted;
everyone had gone off to shelters. The driver helped me set up a makeshift darkroom in the
servants’ bathroom. I scribbled some notes to the photo editor, packed up the prints, and left the
package for President Roosevelt’s envoy to deliver to the Life offices when he flew home the
next day.

* * * *
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I had set oneMy major goal was: to get to the front where the fighting was intense and
both Russians and Germans were taking heavy losses. But no matter how many strings I tried to
pull, I was always turned down. Time was running out. ; Erskine and I would soon have to leave
for commitments back in the U.S.
Suddenly permission was granted. A five-car convoy took us and a group of British and
American correspondents to the Smolensk front, some two hundred miles west of Moscow. I had
less than a week to accomplish my goal. and endured Ssix days of pelting rain and mud up to
my knees that made picture-taking nearly impossible. On the last day the weather cleared.
Wearing my red coat turned inside out so that I wouldn’t be a target for German riflemen, I got
photographs of a bombed-out town, of its dead and dying victims and grieving survivors of
another air raid. When I developed those negatives, I couldn’t bear to look at them.
Someone else had to handle them for me.
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Erskine and I began our journey home. At a port on the Arctic Ocean we boarded a cargo
ship traveling in a convoy to Scotland; from there we flew to Portugal. Lisbon was crowded with
Americans who had waited weeks to book a flight to the U.S. We went to the airline office to
inquire about our reservations. There was, indeed, a seat for Mr. Caldwell, but nothing for Mrs.
Caldwell. The only other unclaimed seat was for a lady from Russia. I asked the lady’s name.
The clerk looked it up. “Margaret Bourke-White,” he said.

Erskine had wired ahead to our secretary to have Sunday dinner ready for us when we
arrived in New York, chicken and steak and “all manner of fresh fruits and vegetables.” But
before dessert, I left for the airport again without a chance to recover from the nearly eightmonth journey. I was beginning starting off on a lecture tour that would take me across the
country, speaking to women’s groups. I would be paid well, but it was not just the money: I
intended planned to use the lectures as a first draft of a book I planned wanted to write without
Erskine’s collaboration. I would call it Russia at War.
There was another compelling reason for the lecture tour: I needed to get away from
Erskine. While I raced from one speaking engagement to the next, Erskine’s volatile moods
veered from bright sun to ominous clouds in a matter of seconds. At each stop another message
waited for me, as he alternately ordered and coaxed me to move with him to a house we’d
bought in the Arizona desert.
“It’s timeI want to settle down,” he argued. “I’ve always said a writer’s life is good for
only about ten years, and then it’s time to switch gears.”
I didn’t believe that was true. And it certainly was not true of photographers.

Commented [CY193]: Time/time

212
Then on December 7, 1941, the JapaneseBut when Japan bombed Pearl Harbor on
December 7, 1941, settling down was the last thing I wanted to do. ONow our country was at
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war with Japan, and within days the Ppresident declared war on Germany, too. Settling down
was the last thing I wanted to do.
“Skinny, they’re going to need photographers to take pictures and send them back so the
people at home know what’s going on,” I explained. “I’ve got to do this, if they’ll let me.”
“It’s always what you want, isn’t it, Kit?” Erskine said bitterly. “You always call the
shots.”
I’d given up arguing with him. I sensed that he had always been jealous of my work, even
though he was also proud of it, but he left no doubt that he was jealous of Life for the claim it
had on my time and energy. I’d learned to just let it go. But I didn’t know how much longer I
could do that.
Late in the winter Early in the spring of 1942 I flew to New York, walked into Life’s
offices, and went straight to the picture editor’s desk. Wilson Hicks looked up and flashed a
pleased grin. “Maggie, hello! Sit down! Bring me up to date!”
I leaned my hands on Hicks’s desk and brought my eyes level with his. “I won’t sit until
you promise to send me to Europe,” I said. “I want an overseas assignment to cover this war.
You know I have skills that could be important to the war effort.”
Hicks’s eyebrows shot up. “OK,” he said. “But in the meantime, please sit down while
we figure out how to do this.”
It took longer than I would have liked—I always wanted things to happen more or less
instantaneously—but there were a lot of i’s to be dotted and t’s to be crossed until Hicks and
Harry Luce succeeded in having me accredited as a war correspondent by the Pentagon. And I
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pleaded and nagged, begged and bullied every day until I got the accreditation. I would shoot
pictures for the Army Air Forces, and. Life had permission to use the pictures after they’d been
cleared by the censors.
Obviously, I needed a uniform. Although I was the first woman war correspondent, I
would not be the only one, and I pointed out that we needed to be properly attired if we were to
be recognized as professionals. The War College went to work on the design, with my
suggestions. I would have a blouse—the military word for jacket—and slacks, and also a skirt of
the same olive drab material for everyday wear. I also had “dress pinks,” actually a rosy gray, for
formal occasions. A shoulder patch identified me as a war correspondent, insignia marked my
rank as first lieutenant, and a jaunty flight cap matched my uniform. I could not have felt any
prouder when I wore that uniform for the first time. Jubilant, too, because I had what I wanted.
When I was sure there would be no more bureaucratic foul-ups, I flew back to our home
in Arizona to wait for my orders to come through and to spend a few daystime with Erskine. In
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early August my orders came through. I was to leave for England. Our last few days together
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were warm and affectionate but cooled as the hour of my departure approached. Erskine was
sunk in one of his black, bleak moods when I left. Neither of us had any idea how long I’d be
gone.
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Chapter 287: U.S. at War—1942

I was billeted at a secret bomber base outside of London, staying in the officers’ quarters
in a cell-like room with a cot, a coke-burning stove, and a washstand. I arrived around the same
time as the B-17 bombers, called. Flying Fortresses. I was out on the runway to photograph them
the Flying Fortresses, as they were called, when they took off on their first mission—thirteen of
them--a. And I was there and counting them as all thirteen returned, a cause for celebration.
I quickly became part of the team, and. That was made clear when the crew of one of the
B-17s asked me to name their plane. The name I proposed was Flying Flit Ggun. “Flit” was a
widely-used bug spray, and a Flit Ggun was the hand-pumped sprayer. The “bugs” to be
“sprayed” with bombs were caricatures of our enemies—Germany’s Hitler, Italy’s Mussolini,
and Japan’s Hirohito—painted on the plane’s fuselage. A proper christening was arranged. This,
which usually meant smashing a bottle of champagne on the bow of a newly launched ship, but
this was a plane, not a ship, and we had no champagne. , but in this case I climbed a tall ladder in
my “dress pinks” skirt, loudly proclaimed, “I christen thee Flying Flit Ggun,” and swung
smashed a bottle of Coca-Cola at on one of the bomber’s guns. A band played, and the
commanding officer, Colonel Atkinson, made a speech. A band played; the commanding officer,
Colonel Atkinson, made a speech; and I smashed the bottle. The ceremony sealed my attachment
to that particular Flying Fortress, and I always felt pride and relief when Flying Flit Ggun made
it back safely from another bombing run.
Sometimes I had was sent on special assignments in to London—photographing Prime
Minister Winston Churchill on his birthday, for one—but making portraits was not the reason I’d
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worked so hard to be accredited as a journalistI was there. I wanted to witness the war up close.
My deepest desire wasI wanted to fly on a combat mission, but my requests were denied. I was
allowed access tocould early morning briefings, I wentgo on practice runs, but I could not get
permission for, but not on a real bombing mission. For the first few weeks none of the other
correspondents got permission either, but even after the ban was lifted, my requests were denied,
over and over. I knew why—I was a woman. They wanted to protect me. They said as much:
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.“The High Command does not wish to expose women to the dangers of war.” It was going to be
difficult to persuade the males in charge that I was willing to risk as much as they were. I kept
trying.Once again I had to make a nuisance of myself to secure the permission I needed.
While I was trying to advance to the front of the line for a chance to photograph an actual
bombing mission,At the same time, I had something much more deeply distressing to deal with:
my husband. When I left for England, our marriage was fraying—I could see that—but I wanted
to believe that it was still holdingintact. Erskine wrote to me often, b. ut our letters crossed in the
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transatlantic mail, and the latest letter from Erskine was never a response to my most recent letter
to him.
He was lonely, he confessedsaid.. He had trouble writing when I was away, and he
begged pleaded with me to finish up whatever I was doing and hurry home. He loved me, he
saidwrote. He would always love me. He said I was his truest, deepest love.
Suddenly his tone changed. Our letters were crossing in the transatlantic mail, and the
latest letter from Erskine was never a response to my most recent letter to him. At the beginning
of October I received a terse cable stating that the last letter he’d received heard from me was a
letter on the tenth of September and a wire I’d sent on the twentieth.
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Then there was only silence. Five weeks of silence followed.it. On November 9 I
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received another cable arrived.
He He had reached a difficult decision, he wired, the most difficult of his life, he wired—
PARTNERSHIP MUST DISSOLVE IMMEDIATELY. The situation was unbearable, He he
could see no future for it, and nothing could be done to change thatit. He was truly sorry,
Erskinehe stated, and was himself inconsolable.
That was all.
I was completely thrown off balance, but I mentioned it to no one. I did not want anyone
to know how badly shaken I was. I wired back and asked him to explain his reasons more fully.
Was there someone else?, asking for an explanation. Two days later I had Erskine’s reply. There
wasIt didn't offer not much of an explanation, except to say that both present and future were
dismal. It ended, SUCH IS LONELINESS.
I shot back that this answer was really no answer at all. . Then I waited. Perhaps I should
have been devastated, but in fact I felt relieved. I would no longer have to worry about what sort
of mood he was in, how he would behave around other people, or how he would relate to me.
When After a week had passed, I wrote to my lawyerdid as he’d my husband had suggested and
wrote to my lawyer, telling him the lawyer that the only thing I wanted from the marriage was
the house in Connecticut. We hadn’t spent much time there recently, but I liked it, and I’d need a
home when the war ended. Erskine agreed.
And that was that. It My marriage was over.
WMy work would be my salvation, as it always had been.
I was about to launch another campaign to get myself on board a bombing mission. Then
when I heard an excitinga rumor that: the Allies were planning to invade North Africa. The plan
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was top secret--: no one knew, certainly not my Life editors. I simply had to be involved. Luck
was on my side: I knew the generalGeneral Atkinson who would command the invasion—
Colonel Atkinsonhe had beenwas promoted to brigadier generalfrom colonel soon after he'd
given the speech at the christening of Flying Flit Gun. I knew him well, and —and I was friendly
with his wife.i It wasn' not difficult hard to get his permission.
I assumed I’d fly in one of the B-17s, preferably the Flit Ggun, but the top brass vetoed
that idea was promptly vetoed by the top brass. “It’s simply too dangerous, Margaret,” General
Atkinson said flatly when I tried to change his mind. “You’ll travel in a convoy. It’s much safer.”
It was a very large convoy with an aircraft carrier, troopships, destroyers, and smaller
escort ships called corvettes. I was assigned to a troopship that had formerly been a luxury cruise
liner, with chandeliers and plush-covered divans and a sweeping marble staircase. Somehow they
had managed to shoehorn six thousand British and American troops onto this grande dame of a
vessel, plus four hundred Scottish nurses, five WAACs—the Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps —
and Captain Kay Summersby, a beautiful Irish girl who served as chauffeur for General Dwight
D. Eisenhower, who was in charge of the invasion. ’s chauffeur.
Off we sailed, straight into the teeth of one of the most violent storms the ship’s captain
could remember. Day after day, as we zigged and zagged toward Gibraltar and the
Mediterranean, we were tossed around like bathtub toys, rising and plunging through towering
waves. The grand piano rumbled across the floor, tables and chairs became airborne missiles.
Almost everyone was horribly seasick, but for some reason I was immune.
No matter how bad it got, the ship's captain insisted that we endure regular lifeboat drills.
They were torture for all those poor seasick souls who had to drag themselves out of their
miserable bunks, march to their assigned lifeboat stations, and wait, silent and attentive for a
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quarter of an hour as they were dashed with freezing spray, until they were allowed to totter back
to their cabins.
As soon as we were through the Strait of Gibraltar and entered the Mediterranean, the sea
became calm. Those of us with sturdier stomachs, who had braved the grand saloon twice a day
for a sit-down meal prepared by the unflappable galley crew, told stories of flying crockery that
made every meal dangerous. But all that changed. We relaxed. We laughed. We were due to land
in North Africa the next day. I made sure my cameras and lenses were all in order and rearranged
the contents of my musette bag, a rubberized canvas shoulder bag that we’d each been issued and
instructed to keep stocked with extra socks, chocolate, soap, first aid supplies, and a few
emergency rations. I decided that an extra camera and film qualified as an emergency
rationssupply.
A farewell party was in raucous progress in the grand saloon. Rumors circulated that a
German U-boat had been sighted earlier in the day. It was likely there were others, as they often
traveled in “wolfpacks” and had apparently been shadowing our convoy for three days, since
we’d escaped the storm and entered the Mediterranean. The destroyer had taken out one
submarine. “That leaves the rest of the wolves to worry about,” commented a junior officer as
the party wound down.
"Good night!" we called out cheerfully as we headed below to our bunks. "Good night!"
Most of us were asleep an hour later when the German torpedo found its mark.
we were all saying good night.
... I was asleep when the torpedo struck. We were supposed to sleep in our clothes, but
none of us did. I pulled on my olive drab work slacks and my elegantly tailored officer’s coat,
thinking it would be warmer than the waterproof trench coat. I grabbed my musette bag and,
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leaving five cameras on my bunk, rushed to the upper deck to try to photograph what was
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happening. Then I heard the order: Abandon ship! Abandon ship! I did was I was trained to do

Formatted: Font: Italic

and went to find Lifeboat No. 12.
It was has been a long, long night of hunger, cold, and fatigue, cold and s. Shivering in
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my soaking wet officer’s coat, I fearing fear for my own life life, but I also grapple with and
enduring the sickening knowledge that men and women were have been dying all around me
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since we abandoned ship, and I could can do nothing to save them.
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I wondered if I would will die. I wondered if Erskine would will grieve for me if I diddo.
Hours drag by. After sunrise I take pictures. It's the only thing I know to do.
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In midafternoon someone spots a flying boat, a large seaplane. It flies low over us,
waggling its wings, and we wave back, assuring each other that help will come soon. The
afternoon fades and the sun sinks lower, lower. There is no sign of rescuers. It won’t be long
before darkness descends, and they won’t be able to find us. No one wants to speak about this.
Late the nexin thet day a destroyer appearsed, a mere speck on the horizon. It's possible
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that they don't know exactly where we are. It's possible there's another German U-boat out there,
another deadly torpedo. We will the ship to come faster. We will it to see us. And then it is there,
and we're cheering, dizzy with relief. By nightfall we’ved been hauled aboard the crowded ship,
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grateful to be warm and dry with food in our stomachs and a place to sleep.
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Exhausted but not yet ready to sleep, I went walk out on deck and stood stand beneath the
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glittering bowl of the heavens as the destroyer slicesd through the silent waters of the
Mediterranean toward the coast of North Africa. I haved survived. For now I was am safe, but
the world was is at war, and I had have much more work to do.
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Note from the Author

Girl with a Camera is a work of fiction based on the real life of Margaret Bourke-White.
I’ve ended my story in December 1942, near the midpoint of her career with many years of
exhilarating adventures and triumphant achievements still ahead.
After her rescue, Margaret and the others on board the destroyer landed in Algiers, where
she had the good fortune to run into General Atkinson, the same officer who had cleared her to
travel with the troops to North Africa. The general now allowed hergave her permission to go on
a bombing mission. Issued a fleece-lined leather flight suit, she took pictures from the window of
a Flying Fortress as the bombs were dropped.
I remember as a child seeing a photograph in Life of Margaret in her flight suit—it
seemed that everyone followed the progress of the war in the pages of that magazine. My father
had enlisted in the Army Air Forces soon after the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor, and he’d
received his overseas orders in the fall of 1942. My mother and I saw him off at the railroad
station in my home town. He flew first to England, then to North Africa, and he must have
arrived there about the same time that Margaret did. Margaret Bourke-White caused a sensation
wherever she went, and I wonder now if Lieutenant Meyer ever met the glamorous
photographer.Margaret Bourke-White caused a sensation wherever she went, and as I was
working on this book I began to wonder now if Lieutenant Meyer ever met the glamorous
photographer. Then I came upon one of his wartime diaries that had been missing. In an entry
my father made late in December 1942 I found a reference to Scottish nurses whose ship had
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been torpedoed; and a few pages on he mentioned having coffee with General Adkinson. No
mention, though, of Margaret Bourke-White.

In the spring of 1943 she returned to the States, but after only two months she was
agitating to get back to the war. Early in September Margaret returned to North Africa and
received her orders to join Allied troops who had moved on to Italy, where they were fighting to
drive out the Germans. For months sShe flew reconnaissance missions and slept in foxholes,
repeatedly risking her life to get the pictures she wanted.
As she prepared to leave Italy in 1943, she photographed a field hospital under
bombardment. The photographs were sent to the Pentagon in Washington to be cleared by the
censors, but somehow they were lost and never found. Margaret believed this was one of her
most important stories, and it was a painful loss she never forgot. A few months later, when most
of the other reporters and photographers had moved on to cover the fighting in France, Margaret
was allowed to return to Italy, where the fighting stubbornly continued. She was in Rome until
early 1945, when she left for Germany and photographed the liberation of the concentration
camp at Buchenwald. Her pictures of the atrocities committed there were among the first seen in
America. As the war came to a close, Margaret was assigned to photograph German factories as
they were being captured. Then she flew home, staying long enough to write another book, Dear
Fatherland, Rest Quietly, which expressinged her anger at Germany. Although Margaret never
referred publicly to herself as being "half Jewish," the prejudice against Jews that had been
instilled in her by her mother had been eradicated even before she witnessed the atrocities
committed by the Nazis against the Jews.
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Margaret’s next Life assignment took her to India in 1946 and again in 1947, to
photograph Mahatma Gandhi as the subcontinent was gaining its independence from the British
Empire. In 1949, she traveled with her camera to South Africa to document conditions in the
gold and diamond mines. After that experience, she vowed she’d never wear gold or diamonds
again.
During the early 1950s, when writers and actors and photographers and ordinary citizens
were being investigated by a Congressional committee for their supposedly pro-Communist
activities and beliefs, Margaret found herself on the list. Determined to clear her name, she
persuaded Life to send her to Korea to do a story that would demonstrate beyond doubt her
loyalty to the principles of democracy.
About this time Margaret began to notice a weakness in her leg and clumsiness in her
hands. The symptoms worsened, and she was eventually diagnosed with Parkinson’s, a
progressive disease that affects the brain’s ability to control the body’s movements. Even as her
condition deteriorated, Margaret kept working, until in 1957 she was no longer able to accept
assignments from Life.

Not long after Margaret’s ship had been torpedoed off the coast of North Africa and she
was rescued, she received a letter from her lawyer. Enclosed was a newspaper article that
reported the marriage of Erskine Caldwell to a college girl student in Arizona. It was her former
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husband’s third marriage; a few years later he married for the fourth time.
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Margaret did not marry again, but she did fall in love several times—with an American
major in Italy who did not survive the war, with a brilliant Russian violinist, with an army
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colonel stationed in Japan—and there were other, less serious, relationships. Mostly, though, she
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lived alone in her Connecticut home, surrounded by mementoes of her many trips, where she
wrote, entertained friends when she wasn’t immersed in writing her next book, and struggled
valiantly against the inexorable progress of her disease. Margaret Bourke-White died August 27,
1971, at the age of sixty-seven.
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I have drawn the outline of her life and filled in the details from various sources: her
autobiography, Portrait of Myself; Margaret Bourke-White: A Biography, by Vicki Goldberg;
her high school yearbook, and some of her personal papers from the Special Collections Library
at Syracuse University. That collection is voluminous. I was happiest when I discovered gems
like the poem she wrote when she was eleven, "Flit on, lovely butterfly," carefully saved by her
mother. I didn't alter facts, but because this is a novel, I did invent certain details (such as
Margaret's prize-winning story) and a few minor characters, and I assigned names to characters
who were not named specifically in my sources. For example, Tubby Luf was real; Sara Jane
Cassidy was my creation.

Carolyn Meyer
Albuquerque, New Mexico
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